CAN A WOMAN FIND HAPPINESS WHEN HER HUSBAND, 
HER LOVER’S WIFE. HER PAST ARE ALL AGAINST HER? 
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THE WARPED ONES 


Nora crossed the driveway and went into Idds 
bouse. She stopped in the kitchen to latch the back 
door. Her housecoat swirled, brushing her naked 
legs. The soft sound of her slippers followed her 
to the bedroom. 

**lda?*’ she whispered. 

*'Yes,” Ida said breathlessly, "Come in.” 

Ida moved, turning her cheek against the pillow. 
Shadows curved with the delicate golden warmth 
of her nude figure and, looking down, Nora felt 4 
surge of passion, 

"Ida,” she whispered again, 

"No,” Ida said, "not yet," 

"Why? Is Marve coimng hack?' 

"No. He doesn’t want me.” 

"Ida,” Nora whispered. "I do.” 

"Ifs no good, Ifs evil, Nora.” 

"Ob, no. It’s heaven? Nora tore loose the belt 
of her housecoat., t 
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T>ablene” 

^es, LukeF" 

She tximed, brushing against him. 

“Listen,"" he said slowly. "I don't have my right to be 
here* 

“Yon mean because you ra mairiedF" 

“Partly^ 

“Because Tin Bens wife?^ 

“Yesr 

He stopped, seeing her small, slender. Jet-black hair 
tied back in a thick ponytail, her mouth red, her body 
perspiring in the sweltering heat of the crude bed¬ 
room. The beat of her pulse throbbed in the little hollow 
of her throat In the glare of the light that hung on a 
long cord from the bare rafters, the fifth of whiskey on 
the bedside table glittered. 

“Luke,” she said. She pressed against him. He put his 
hands on her waist Beneath the hot clinging dampness 
of her thin cotton dress, her slender hips moved sleekly, 
A fist of fire hammered in the pit of his stomadi. He 
wanted her. Nothing else mattered. “I don't care about 
Ben or your wife^* she said, “I don't care about anybody 
but us * 

“My God,” he whispered. "We va got to care ” 

Darlene trembled. "No,” she said soMy. "Not now* 

He kissed her, then. And he let his manhcKxl fill her. 

Afterward, the thiTi sounds of the still Oregon night 
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drifting across the river flat, comiiig with the faint light 
sifting through the drawn green shade at the open win¬ 
dow, Luke let her go, remembering that first breath of 
nakedness, the way she had twisted out of his arms, 
wriggling out of her dress* He remembered pulling her 
down, the creamy smoothness, the tawny fiame. Once, 
a long time ago, on a bombed ship in Korea, he had 
dreamed emptiness, a place of no light and no darkness. 
He had been there again, plunging through the surface 
of thinking, knowing the taut yielding, his fists in her 
hair, die scream of time stopped- 

T^uke," she whispered. The silky warmth of her moved 
She stirred lazily. Outside, somewhere on the flat, a dog 
was barking. A car passed the house. She touched her 
fingers to his mouth. TTm glad you came " 

He turned, lifting on his elbow. Her fingers trailed 
down across his bare shoulder and, in the dim light, her 
hair was loose, flared black against the white pillow. 
Darkness deepened over the flat of her stomadi and he 
breathed heat, sweetness, the smell of whiskey. A trace 
of moisture shimmered on the curve of her mouth. Her 
breath had been his breath, her heart the beat of his 
heart. It had been more than taking. It had been com¬ 
plete surrender. The pleading came back, the cry of 
loneliness. 

TLuke,"' she asked. “Are you glad you came?^ 

^as I good, Lufcer 

**Yes,” he said. ^Tfou were good.*' He let his voice trail 
off. The words were nothing. There was no way to say 
what had happened. Sky is big. That said nothing. But 
before he could even try to tell h^ what he was think¬ 
ing her mood changed. 

She said abruptly, ^Give me a drink. Light me a cig¬ 
arette" 

Tisten," Luke said, "What's the matter?” 

•TJothing. Just give me a drink. Give me the bottle " 
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He started to argue but she insisted and finally, giv¬ 
ing up, he turned, picking up the fifth. She took it and 
he tried not to watch her drink It was wrong, like a pio 
hire hanging crookedly on a wall. He lit cigarettes. She 
handed him the bottle and wiped the back of her hand 
across her mouths Then, taking a cigarette, she inhaled 
deeply. The tip glowed red, 

TDarlene," Luke asked, "'did I say somediing wrongr 
"No," 

He took a drink himself, put back the bottle, shmggei 
Smoke curled into the air. There was just the sweaty stiJl- 
ness, 

“I don't get iC he said filially. 

Tfou wouldn’t" 

She stared up at him, 

TPeopIe like us don’t have love affairs ” she said sud¬ 
denly, “We just go to bed,” She breathed smoke, "Look 
at this rotten little shanty, nothing but a goddamned 
dump," 

“Don't make it ugly, Darlene" 

“All right" She asked for the ash tray. “Luke, teU me 
something" 

"What?" 

“Anything. How come you're like you are?" 

“It's not very exciting," 

“Tell m© anyway " 

“Okay," he said. “I was bom here in Slate Jtmction. 
We raised chickens. At least my mother did. When the 
old man was sober, which wasn’t too often, he worked in 
the woods with a logging outfit While I was in the Navy 
and out in Korea, he wrecked his car on the Smith River 
Canyon grade. He killed himself and he killed my moth¬ 
er too " 

“Tm sorry," 

Luke shrugged. “I never missed the old mam When 1 
was a Idd, I was just somebody for him to hit" 

“Why did you come back here?" 
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“I guess because it was home.” Luke smoked thought¬ 
fully. “I was twenty-two when I got out of the Navy* For 
a couple of years before I came back up to Oregon I 
tried Los Angeles and San Francisco, I didn't fit,” 

Darlene said, **Did you know your wife then?” 

Luke shook Ins head, Tslot really. Everybody in a small 
town knows everybody else but I grew up down here on 
the flat behind the mill, Nora's fattier owns a lot of prop¬ 
erty* While she and I were going together, I worked 
for him. Anyway, we got married* Her father ended up 
putting me in the motel business. Tm thirty two now 
and-” Luke stopped, "To heU with it” He looked at 
Darlene. TIow about you?” 

‘Don’t ask me anyt^g.” 

‘Why not? I want to know,” 

She turned nakedly, shadows golden, her hair black 
over her bare shoulder. When he held the ash tray for 
her, she squashed out her cigarette. 

**AI1 right,” she said suddenly. Tm twenty-one and Tm 
Ben’s wife. We came over from the coast because he 
had big plans. He always has plans. There was a job 
bartending at the Grotto Tavern. But when we got here, 
the owner wasn’t hiring. He was putting his wife to 
work,” Darlene paused. "That's all,” 

A breath of wind stirred the shade. Luke caught the 
smell of dust and the stagnant odor of the river. Faintly, 
from across the back lots to the houses on Mill Road, 
came the sound of a radio jingle-jangling with rock-and- 
roll, The beat hit softly but steadily. 

Go on,” he said* “There has to be more.” 

“No.” 

“How about your family?” 
don t want to talk,” she said bitterly, “But,” she went 
on, I might have known it would end like this. It always 
does.” 

Luke stared at her, “Always? What the hell do you 
mean by that?” 


10 



She didn’t answer, 

"Well?'’ Luke demanded, 

"Oh, stop it,” she snapped. “Don’t be so goddamned 
innocent. I’m manied. This isn’t the first time.” 

“Then it meant nothing?” 

"I didn’t say that” She lay back, turning her cheek 
against the pillow. With the tips of her fingers she 
pushed her hair from her forehead. "I’m sorry,” she 
told him. "I don’t want to fight” She closed her eyes. 
Then, opening them suddenly, looking up again, she 
asked, “Are you thinking about your wife?” . 

"No ” Luke said. “Not yet ” 

She kept looking right at him, "Are you thinking about 
Ben?” 

Luke took a deep breath. "All right,” he said. "YouVe 
got a million questions. Well, Ben is your husband. We’re 
going to have to start thinking about him pretty damned 
soon,” 

"You're angryp” 

"No” 

He tried to stop there. What was she after? Pawing 
like some litde warm animal, trying to burrow into his 
mind. He turned and lifted the bottle. Whiskey burned 
in his throat. He handed the fifth to her. She drank, 
shuddering. While he was returning the botde to the ta¬ 
ble, she started on him again. 

"You are angry.” She was lying flat on her back. When 
he touched her, she pushed away his hand. A moment 
passed. She stared up at the rafters. “It would be aU 
right if we were rich,” she said suddenly. "We’d be in a 
nice apartment. You know, like you sea in a movie. We’d 
have music and something nice to drink. Maybe cham¬ 
pagne. Do you like champagne, Luke?” 

He said, "Not much.” 

"Well, that's what we’d drink. Everything would be 
pretty and maybe we’d have a balcony where we could 
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look out and all the li^ts.’' She turned, ga 2 ed at him. 
"TVhen you were in San Francisco, did you go up to the 
Top of the Mark, Luke?" 

I was up there." 

*Well, Tve seen pictures and it would be like that. No 
heat, no goddamned bottles or little shacks like this 
place" 

"This could be all right,” Luke said. 

"No. It's ugly. No matter what anybody did it would 
still be ugly. Money makes things beautiful. With money 
you don't ^ve to cheat and He, No matter what you do, 
people are still glad to know you. When you go to bed 
with a man it's something nice. You fly to New York 
and places like that and newspaper reporters write down 
what you say.” She stopped. "What's the use of dream¬ 
ing” ^e was still staring at him. "Luke,” she asked ab¬ 
ruptly, "do you love me?” 

"You want the trudi?” 

“Yes.” 

"I don't know ” 

"All right,” she said. "Do you love your wife?” 

"Tve been married seven years ” 

"Oh, hell,” Darlene said viciously. “What kind of an 
answer is that?” Her eyes left him . She stonily inspected 
the rafters again. "You must think I'm awful goddamned 
easy.” 

"Stop it, Darlene.” 

"Why? Just drop your money on the table,” 

He tried to comfort her but when he touched her she 
Jerked her arm, lifted her hands, pressed her fingers 
against her cheeks. Light shimmered in her eyes and, 
watching her, Luke did not know what to say. The swift 
changes of mood, the warmth of her voice suddenly be¬ 
coming coarse and cold, made h im feel cheap. He saw 
the bed rumpled, shadows criss-crossing, and before he 
could think of something to say, she was going on bit¬ 
terly. 
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T am easy, Little old roond-lieels, A week ago when 
you gave Ben the night job at the motel, I didn't know 
you from a bale of hay,” She ehmiged the tone of her 
voice, talking with Ben's Texas drawl “Honey,” she mim¬ 
icked, “meet my new boss, Mr. Carr ” She turned and 
looked at Luke, “Well, Mr, Carr, you sure found some* 
thing good, didn't you?” 

“Darlene,” Luke said “Stop it,” 

“Why?” 

“Because you're talking crazy ” 

“All righC she said. “Maybe I am. True things are al¬ 
ways crazy. Good things are what you dream ” She 
paused. “Oh, goddamn it. I always spoil everything ” 

“Do you want me to go?” 

“No.” 

She moved, twisting, huddling to him. Her hands 
pushed up against his chest. They were damp and hot 
She put her head back. He held her hard, his fingers 
tight on the smaQ of her back. Her lips parted with his 
kiss. The tip of her tongue traced flame. She shivered, 
breaking free, 

“Luke,” she whispered. “Say you love me” Her voice 
broke, trembling. “Please,” she begged. “Just for now. 
Like w© were on our balcony. We can pretend, I want it 
to be nice. Say it Please, Luke. Oh, God, Lufc^ say you 
love me ” 

“I love you,” 

“Say it again,” 

Her arms went around his neck. She hugged, crushing, 
the curve of her clinging, bending. He breathed the 
damp warmth of her hair. 

“Say it” she whispered. 

“I love you.” 

She kissed his mouth, “I love you too. See the lights, 
Ltike. See all the colors. Isn't it beautiful?” 

“Yes Darlene, it's beautiful ” 

“Beautiful,” she murmured, “That's all that matters, 
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isn’t it Luke? We have the whole world, We don’t have 
to think about anything else. We don’t have to lie or 
cheat This is everything. Hear the music and have cham> 
pagne. Try it, Luke. It’s like stars bubbling in a wet sky. 
We don’t have to think. We have everything.” She 
moved, giving freely, moaning softly. Luke felt her 
hands, the soft warmth of her legs. He ti^tened his fin¬ 
gers, caressing the velvety sleekness of her thi^ She 
strained, arching her back, writhing, helping him. Then 
as if he had plunged a dagger into her heart, she 
sobbed, yielding. Her arms hugged around his neck and 
breathlessly, the words hot against his mouth, she whis¬ 
pered, “Now, Luke. Oh, Cod, now,” She shuddered. “1 
love you... 1 love you... I love you ...” 
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Ldke closed the back door. The waiped porch creaked 
under his weight. Across the flat, toward the river and 
the sawmiB, a few scattered lights glowed yellowishly in 
fhe hot night. His boots scuffed the hard packed dirt at 
the foot of the steps. A cat scuttled away from the garb¬ 
age and disappeared into the straggly weeds at the back 
of the lot. Behind Luke, the house held the closeness of 
her, the way she had watched, lying under the sheet 
while he got dressed. 

^t’s after eleven,” he had said to her. *T guess I’d 
better get going. There isn’t any use taking chances.” 

“No.” 

“Okay, m go now.” 

“Do that.” 

“Goddamn it, Darlene. I can’t stay.” 

“I know. Say hello to your wife for me.” 

“Don’t make it any worse.” 

“Worse?" 

“You heard me.” 

“Don’t be so touchy, Luke. You’re tomcatting on your 
wife. I’m cheating on my husband. Does that hurt your 
conscience?” 

He had argued but he hadn’t been able to break 
through that brittle mood. The way it bad been warm 
and deep and good was gone. When he had walked to 
the bed to say good night her lips had been cold and 
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unresponsive* Take your bottle and go. No, goddamn it, 
don't touch me. Don't kiss me. Don’t talk about love. 
Just go. 

Luke breathed deeply, What the hell went on in h^ 
headP He turned, staring back at the dosed door. The 
house was absolutely stiU but he felt choked* He wanted 
to go bade Oh, God, he wanted to—but instead he un¬ 
screwed the cap from the fifth. The whiskey went down 
raw, He held the bottle in one hand, wiping his other 
hand across his mouth. To hell with her. 

In the driveway, a loose scattering of gravel crunched* 
One more slut I won’t be back He walked to the front of 
the house. A car passed, the lights jolting, shadowing the 
nits of the dirt street Dust lifted, han^g in the still 
darkness. Luke waited. The tail light winked red, disap¬ 
pearing and Luke turned, started toward the comer 
where he had left his pickup. He stumbled on the hard 
dirt, keeping close to a brushy vacant lot. He sure as hell 
didn’t want to be seen. He sloshed the last drink, tipping 
the bottle up to kill the fifth, but suddenly, spitting the 
whiskey out, he stopped dead. The muscles in his lean 
shoulders tensed. He had beard something. He stared at 
the blade sembby manzanita and stunted laurel. A thin 
slant of light glinted on the hood of the pickup. Far off, 
toward the sawmill, a truck was shifting gears, the ex¬ 
haust gradually fading. The steady hum of trafiSc drifted 
down from the Redwood Highway. Letting his breath 
out slowly, separating the sounds and shadows, Luke 
again caught a little shift of motion. A dry stick snapped* 

He cursed silently. The full impact of what he had 
got himself into hit like a club. Seven years of hard 
work, the Junction Motel and every last dime he had in 
the world risked for the hot breath of a little two bit 
tramp from the coast* He must have been out of his 
mind. Nora s father could jerk the rug any time he felt 
like it 

Sweat wet the back of Luke's shirt* Was Ben tiiere in 
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the shadows? With a gun? Luke stared. One blast and 
he had it The thought jammed in his head like a stuck 
bone. A block away, a car toned, heading for the lower 
river road. Light reflected for an instant and, suddenly, 
seeing motion again, knowing ha didn^t have chance in 
the world if a trigger got pulled, Luke Mfted the whisky 
bottle. He squeezed his fingers tighdy around the neck. A 
shadow moved and, instinctively, whipping his arm 
down, Luke threw the bottle. 

It hit with a dull thud, A small dragging sound crushed 
the brush. Someone moaned and Luked dodged low step¬ 
ping across the shallow ditch. A shapeless form struggled 
up and, in the faint night light a child-sized face looked 
up at Luke. Round eyes bugged under a sweaty mat 
of tangled blond hair. 

TBuddyr Luke said the name hard, then cursed. Ten¬ 
sion drained out of him. Shakily he wip^ his hand across 
his face, 

TLuke,” Buddy said, “you hit me."^ 

“Buddy,* Luke said softly, “you dumb sonofabitch, I 
could have killed you.” 

Buddy squirmed around squinting. He lifted to his 
knees. Then he grinned. 

“I only got hit on the shoulder ” He got up, stoiding 
stoddly, a miniature twenty-two year old man in dirty 
dungarees and faded blue-denim shirt “I ain’t hurt No, 
by God” 

Luke fumbled in a pocket for cigarettes, A knot un¬ 
wound in his chest. He had half expected a slug in the 
guts, and instead he had run into Buddy, a bird-bratoed 
little freak. Luke took a cigarette from the crumpled 
pack. He glanced back at the house. The light in the 
bedroom was on. 

Darlme, 

The warmth came back. He remembered cupping the 
curves of her breasts, the fierce begging. His mouth hurt 
with the bruising of her teeth. 
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Darlene. 

Luke held his breath. Forget her. He hammered the 
thought Forget. But tii© flow of her body returned in a 
hot surge of remembering. He saw her again, th© skii- 
demess naked, bent back, black hair loose, 

Ben^s wife, 

Darlene, 

Luke shook his head. You cra^ bastard, snap out of 
it. He looked at Buddy, Trailed by a moron. Damn it all, 
what had the little goof been up to? Tm sick of being 
hero to a half-wit. Rage knotted in the back of Luke’s 
neck and, staring bitterly at Buddy, Luke nodded to 
the pickup. 

“Come on,* 

“Okay, Luke.* 

At the truck, Luke lit his cigarette. “AH right, Buddy," 
he said. “What the hell are you doing here?" 

Buddy shifted uneasily. He rubbed his hand across his 
eyes. “You sore at me, Luke?" 

“Damn, just answer me * 

“You re sore, ain’t you, Luke?* 

“All ri^t,* Luke said. “I’m sore but I still want to 
know what you re doing down here. Did you follow me?* 
“No." 

“Did you talk to Nora?* 

“No* 

“You little bastard, don’t lie * 

Buddy pressed back against the side of the pickup. His 
eyes bugged. “AH right I come down to see if you was 
at that there house.* 

“How did you know?* 

Buddy shrugged innocently. “I guessed.* 

“And then you decided you had a right to stick that 
ugly little face of yours into my business.* Luke dropped 
his dgaiette, grinding it into the dirt. He leaned down 
and stared into Buddy’s eyes. “Somebody told you where 
to look for me?* 
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Buddy ishook his head. T just guessed* 

Luke waited 

“All righC he said He changed his attack. “You came 
down. What did you see?* 

Buddy scowled “I don’t like hec" 

“Listen,” Luke said bitterly. “I don’t care what you 
lika” He twisted his fist into the front of Buddy’s shirt 
and then, tightening his fingers, tried again. “What did 
you se^ Buddy?” 

“Seer 

“Yes. If you wme around die house you must have 


“No.” 

Luke went back. “How did you know enough to 
come down here?” 

“I guessed* 

Luke rammed Buddy hard against the truck. 

"You’re lying.” 

“You’re sore, ain’t you, Luke?” 

Luke open^ his hand. What ihe hell was the use? 
Buddy had de brains of a cMd. From past experience, 
Luke knew that when Buddy got stubborn, he either 
said nothing or told lies. Luke cursed anyway but 
tben, realizing he wasn’t doing himself any good, be 
changed his tactics. 

“Buddy." 

“Yes, Luke." 

“You keep quiet about this,” Ltde said “Don’t say any¬ 
thing to Nora. Understand?” 

Buddy took a deep breath. "You ain’t sore?” 

“Not if you promise to keep your mouth shut” 

“Axe we friends again, Luke?” 

“Not if you shoot your mouth off and tdl anybody 
about me being down here.” 

Buddy frowned. 

“By God” he said suddenly. “I ain’t going to tell no¬ 
body.” He shook bis bead nodding, spitting, wiping his 
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hand across his mouth, ‘Nobody ” He repeated the word 
fiercely and then, after he got into the pickup, he 
cocked his stubby legs against the dashboard. *1 won't 
tell nobody,** he muttared *They can all go to hell. Even 
if they cut me up with a knife, I ain't telling nothing. 
You and me, we're Mends, Remember when you first 
started letting me follow you around?" 

*1 remember " 

*^0 do I* Nora says I don’t remember nothing but I do 
and, by God, were Mends" 

"Okay" Luke said, "Don't forget" 

He started the engine, turned on the lights. The glare 
cut darkness. Shadows rippled across the brush, Luke 
shifted to low* turning his head a little, taking one last 
look at the hoxise. The light in the bedroom was still on. 
He remembered the way she had watched him go. Never 
a goddamned word, 

“Good night," he had said, 

Nothing, 

"I wish I could stay" 

Nothing. 

"Listen, Darlene, Tve got to see you again," 
Nothing, 

Luke let out the clutch. The pickup moved. In his 
arms, he’d had die whole world, Everydiing, I love bar. 
That's a hot <m©. How many others? He shifted to 
second. The pickup jolted, Tm out of my mind. It can't 
happen this quick. Nobody gets it this bad. He hit the 
clutch pedal, shifting to high, making the turn to go up 
toward town. The air blew into his face. It had the 
smoke smell of the sawdust-and-trash burner at the saw¬ 
mill, He squeezed his eyes shut IT! get over it He 
looked at the road again and then Buddy started 
"Luke," he said, "Can I sleep at your place?" 

"No," 

"I could sleep in the motel laundry room. Would th at 
be all right?" 
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“You’re not too tired?” 

“No*** 

She moved in his arms, looWng up. In 4e dim ligh^ 
shadows slanted her cheeks. Her blond hair shmraered 
darkly. She tipped her head back. Her lips parted but 
her deep blue eyes were cool as ice, 

“Nora.” 

“Yes, Luke." , cv i 4 

He brushed his Ups against her mouth. She tasteti 

sweet. Damn, he thought what is she after? This is some¬ 
thing new. He tightened his arms. AU right. I ran be 
just as mattCT of fact as you. If you want love V 
numbers, that suits me too. But with the breathl^s 
warmth, the crush of her giving, he lost bitterness. Harsh¬ 
ly he kissed her. He tightened his hands, trying to force 
response, and with flaming surge of blood, he touched 

tile beginning again... , , 

Coming home from San Francisoo, he had been 
broke. He had worked for a San Pedro tugboat company 
but he had no ambition to end up Uving in a seaman’s 
hotel Until he had got back to Oregon, he hadn’t known 
what he did want but he had hit the truth the first day 
back in the Junction. It was home. No matter how bad it 
had been when he was a kid, no matter how ugly U was, 
it was home. Even the flat, the sawmill, the stripped and 
gutted hills, looked good. People knew him. When he 
had gone into the Grotto for a beer, old Mike Tucket 
had served one on the house. 

“Always knew you’d he back, Luke, 

“Sure.” 

“Too bad about your folks.” 

“Yeah.” 

“How was the navy?” 

“Okay.” 

“You was out in Korea?” 

“Yes.” 
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“Where were you?** 

T went over that ” 

“TTes, ” She paused, and then suddenly asked, "Did you 
see Ben?^ 

"I did ” 

Luke stopped, staring up into the darkness. On the way 
back from taking Buddy home, he had gone by the mo¬ 
tel. He hadn*t left tiie pickup. Instead, coming out of the 
office, walking under the lights, the good-looking easiness 
of him lean in a white shirt and gray slacks, Ben had 
walked out to the truck. Smoking a cigarette, the sleeves 
of his shirt rolled up to his elbows, the collar open at his 
throat, Ben had said all the units but three were rented. 

"Hell, man ” Ben had grinned. "Everything is fine. You 
might as well bird-dog out and have yourself a good 
time. "Or,** he had added, "have you already had all you 
can take?** 

“What*s that supposed to mean?** 

"Skip it. Just a gag" 

Luke tried to remember Ben's expression. Nothing 
came. Just the way the lights had gleamed damply and 
Ben hadn't told him anything when Luke had asked 
about Buddy. 

"Sure," Ben had said. “The little dope was hanging 
around,** 

"Did he tell you where he was going when he leftp' 

"I don't remember,, .** 

Thinlong of it, Luke let his breath out slowly. Nora’s 
hand crept over his stomach. 

“Well," she asked, “what did Ben have to say?** 

"Only that business was good*** 

"Did you talk of his wife?'* 

"No." Luke turned to her. 

“I'm sick of running off about Ben,** he whispered. 
"You asked me if I wanted to make love to you.” 

"Well?** 

“The answer is yes,” 
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ders. As It fell to the Luke said, “Thanks for the 

"You’re my husband.” She tbiew the sheet back and 
slipped into bed. “Would you like to make bve to me?” 
Luke took a deep breath. 

“That’s a hell of a way to put it' 

Nora shrugged, snuggling down. 

“Well, would you?" . , , j 

Luke walked to the bed. The towel he had wrapped 
around his waist was damp against his legs. He lifted 
his hand and tan his fingers through his h^. A breato 
of breeze stirred the window curtains. In the me 

night held only the low hum of traffic. He shirty his 
weight. Nora moved a little. The bed creaked softly. 
“Well?” she said again. 

Luke waitei 

“I don’t get iC he said finally. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Don’t we generally fight about this?” His voice turned 
bitter. “Usually I get the idea I’m supposed to say please, 
beg a while, and then be grateful Why the sudden urge? 
I thought you didn’t like it.” 

“I want to be nice.” 

“Well,” Luke said, “that’s something new.” 

He loosed the towel and crawled in beside her. She 
moved. Go on, he thought. Arrange yourself. The wamth 
of her hip pressed and instead of turning away from hin^ 
she turned toward him. She moved her hand on his 
chest. 

“Luke, turn the light out” 

He readied. The switch clicked. Darkness filled the 
room. After a moment, the ni^t glow from outside in¬ 
vaded the darkness. 

She pressed dose but when he put his hands on her, 
she tensed. “Let’s talk a while first ” 

“Why? I thought you were anxious.” 

She breathed softly. 
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dy won’t squeal Luke bit down on the thought, a thread 
of uneasiness unwinding. How had Buddy got down 
there? Well, maybe he had guessed, as he had said. He 
was just nutty enough to be like an animal. Anyway, 
Luke decided, I can outlie him if I have to. He pick^ 
up his toothbrush but Darlene drifted across his minil 
He remembered deepness, a dark tide, remembered the 
way she had watched, just go. Don't touch me. Close 
the door. Good night. All right. Good night He was out 
of it Find some other patsy, I m just fine, he thought I'm 
just fine. 

Rejoining Nora, he tried to clamp a firm hold on his 
nerves but she kept asking where he had been. He told 
her he’d had a few drinks in the Grotto. That was true. 
Then without saying it had been early or late, he said he 
had met Buddy, 

"That moron.” 

"Okay ” Luke said, “So he’s not bright Nobody in that 
family is bright It’s like some damned litter of rabbits. 
You know the old man. Well, that fat slob and the old 
lady are no better than halfwits. By now, with the gang 
of relatives that live on that stump ranch, nobody knows 
who is laying who. But what the hell. You don’t have 
to have brains to produce Idds and we Americans will 
fight to the death for the right of a nut to bring forth an¬ 
other nut. It’s one of the four freedoms,” 

“How about Rosie? Isn’t she the good-looking one?” 

“My God, she’s only sixteen.” 

“I always thought men said when th^ were big 
enough they were old enough.” 

Luke looked at her, 

“Sometimes I think youVe got the dirtiest mind of any 
woman alive,” He paused, watching as she walked to the 
bed. She untied her robe. Under it she was naked and 
the light from the bedlamp glowed waim with the slim 
curves of her body. She let the robe slip from her shoul- 
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mine never had anyditog but a botfle of bo^. You 
couldn't ©q>ect me to be anywhere near as goddamned 


juce yuLu _ 

“An ri^t,” Nora said "You have a regular hi-ii 
in your head Go ahead We’ve got all night. ^ ah. 
drew his shirt over the foot of the bed 

“What eke is there to say? After ^ I’m only in ho^ 
to your father for everything we’ve got." Luke ^buck¬ 
led his belt. “Sign sales contracts and learn the flnanci^ 
facts of life. That’s old Luke. He doesn’t own a god¬ 
damned thing but every month, on the dot, he h^ ^ 
privilege of paying on this house and on a motel. Ohj 
Tm the big wheel all ri^t—but miss one paymmt and 
everything goes down your old man’s coal chute. 

Nora stared at him. 

“Stop ♦gilHng like a fooL You know my father backs 
you to the bTuit- Whenever you needed money, you got 
it#*^ 

Luke nodded “Sur^" He stopped. 'The thought of 
Darlene hit like a club. Emptiness twisted down into his 
guts. Tm scared Luke thought I don’t want to lose 
everything. 1 didn't think I cared, but I do. He took a 
deep breath, suddenly realizing Nora was watching him 


curiously. „ 

“WeD," she said. “VMiat’s the matter? Dont tell me 

that’s all you've got to say on the subject. I thought we 
still had a few chapters to go." 

“I’m tired" 

“You were nevCT too tired to complain. 


“Well, I am now.” 

Luke went to the bathroom, stripped took a shower. 
Afterward drying, rubbing witti a big towel, he stared at 
himself in the miriOT over the basin. A smart guy. Yeah. 
Work seven years and then risk everything for a little 
strange stuff. He wiped his face and hair. Well, forget it 
You’re out of it You won’t go back. Why should you? It 
sure as hdl wasn’t anything new to her. You’re safe. Bud- 
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“Well,” Nora said. “You finally got home” 

Luke took his wallet out of his pocket and tossed it on 
the dresser. 

“I made it” 

“Ten after twelve ” 

“Okay,” Luke said. “Ifs late. I apologize.” 

“I suppose you think that's smart?” 

“No,” Luke said wearily. He unbuttoned his shirt 
and she got up from where she had been sitting on the 
edge of the bed. Beneath the filmy flesh-colored folds of 
her nylon negligee, the slender shadows of her long legs 
moved. At her throat, the loose parting curved over the 
thrust of her breasts. She lifted her arm, brushing, bring* 
ing the stroke down through the shoulder-length softness 
of her honey-blond hair. 

“You smell of whiskey,” 

“Stink,” Luke said, “is the word you want ” 

“Don't be crude.” 

“Nora ” Luke said patiently. Tm crude ” He stripped 
out of his shirt. “Don't you remember? Tm old man Carr's 
kid, Luke. We lived in a dirty little rat trap behind the 
mill. You must remember. The old man was the town 
drunk. We never had a dime but, honest to God, every¬ 
body knows I hit the jackpot. I married a girl with mon¬ 
ey. Look what she's done for me,” 

Stop it, Luke. I don’t have any money.” 

“Well,” he said bitterly, “Your old man has got it Now, 
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fir lived close to the dirt shoulders. “Well just let the 
women do all the work,” Luke went on slowly. ‘What the 
hell, well get us a nice fat budc now and^then. A little 
fresh venison always tastes good in camp.” He stopped. 
“Some other time, Buddy. I don’t want to talk about 
it. I’m tired.” 

Buddy stared strai^t ahead. He held the butt of his 
cigarette between his thumb and forefinger. Smoke 
curled up. He blinked his eyes. 

“Goddamn her,” he whispered. It ain't the same any 
more. Maybe we won’t ever get up to that flat now. It 
would have been nice with Nora and Rosie. By I 
wanted to lie in the grass and look at the hawks." He 
paused, scowling. “It’s that Darlene. She’s spoiling every¬ 
thing but I ain’t going to let her do it* 

Luke turned. 

“What did you say. Buddy?* 

“Nothing,” Buddy muttered. “Just thinking.” 
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leaned back, sucking contentedly on the dgaiette. “Glo 
on, Luke, Tell me the rest.^ 

"Forget it. Buddy.** 

"No. Tell me, Luke * 

“AH right.” Luke said finally. “Well go to the high 
country. It's clean up there. People haven’t built all over 
evep^g, the ridges haven’t aU been logged and butch- 
CTed tod burned. There’s a fittle saddle, maybe ten acres, 
just ripe green grass and a creek comes dovm out of the 
mow. We’D make us a camp. Won’t be any work. We’ll 
just take it easy, lying in the sun, looking up at fihe 
hawks riding the sky," ^ 

“Y^,” Buddy said. “It’s going to be nice and warm. 
«Je bacon and coffee cooking and we won’t do a god- 
danmed thing.” ° 

Luke didn’t pick it up. He usually went on, saying 
Aey worddn’t have a worry in the world Maybe, just 
hke Buddy, he had even believed it once, but from that 
first hot afternoon when Ben had introduced him to Dar¬ 
lene, Luke had only really thought of one f-hing He 
^embered the glare of die sun, the wind fluttering her 
dress against her bare tanned legs. 

"Hello, Mr, Carr.” 

Her voice had been an invitation. The tone came back, 
md the way she had looked at him. My God, Ben must 
have guessed. Had he? Luke took a deep breath. Any¬ 
way he had Anally accepted the invitation. Maybe that 
was the way to get some. Hire the husband and shack up 
with the wife. 

“Luke, said Buddy. "You didn’t tell me anything. 
Come o^ Luke. Say it. Don’t you remember?” 

Sur^ Luke said. He fished out another cigarette for 
^self, lighting it. driving with one hand. Smoke tasted 
bitter ^ his moutL The pickup jolted with the rough¬ 
ness rf the Selma road. A car passed, heading for 
Slate Junction. Dust swirled before the headlights. Shad¬ 
ows moved blackly where the scrubby second-growth 
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sick kid. What the hell. All women have the same equip¬ 
ment. He took one hand from the wheel and fished for a 

cigarette. , ^ t i 

“Luke,” Buddy said, “You aU right?” Then, as Luke 
slowed to turn instead of going on to cross the bridge. 
Buddy frowned. “Ain't we going by the motel?” ^ 
“No," Luke said, “fll stop to see Ben on the way back. 
“By God," Buddy grumbled. “I could have learned to 
be there and run the place. Even at night. Sure I could. 
Why did you have to give the job to Ben?” 

“I needed somebody.” 

“Well," Buddy went on sullenly, “we had it good before 
he and that girl came. They could have stayed over there 
on the a>ast. Ben was matog money. The fishermen and 
lumber guys pay good mon^.” 

“How do you know?” 

“Ben said.” 

Luke took a quick look at Buddy. 

“Did Ben tell you to go looking for me?” Buddy 

scowled. 

“I don’t want to talk about him, Luke. You remember 
how we had it good? You used to say, by God, we d get 
things under control and take us a trip up in the moun¬ 
tains. Nora was going to do the cooking and you said 
you knew a nice place up in back of the Siskiyous. 
Remember, Luke?” 

“Sure, Buddy. I remember.” 

“Hell, Luke, we was going to have it made. Maybe I 
would take Rosie so Nora wouldn’t be lonely. You know 
Rosie? She’d come, Luke. Td take care of her too. If I 
had her up in the mountains, she wouldn’t say I was too 
email I’d fix her." Buddy grinned to himself. He asked 
for a mgarette and, when he had it going, rambled on. 
"You know how you always told me. Back when you was 
building on the motel, you said soon as we get this 
motel going we’ll scram up to the high country.” Buddy 
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“No* 

“You going to take me home, Luke?* 

“Yes* 

“Why, Luke? “You ain’t soie, Luke?* 

“No. Forget it* 

Luke braked to a stop. U^ts flashed. A tail of traffic 
passed and, shifting, Luke made the turn to drive 
south through town. Neon shimmered blue, red, white, 
yellow, a jumble of signs straggling along both sidw of 
the highway. Dry dust, a few scraps and candy wrappers, 
svmled up from the wide rutted shoulders. Beer cans 
ghttered in the dirt. A carload of kids careened out of a 
side street Tires dineked. In the middle of town, out¬ 
side the Grotto Tavern, a drunk was leaning aga{Tn;^ a 
parked car and being sick. A woman in a sleeveless red 
dress waited. Her skirt fluttered in the smoky breeze. 
On the opposite side of the road, three men were argu¬ 
ing outside the Loggers Cafe. Two little bare-legged 
girls licked ice cream cones and watched. A dog scooted 
across the pavement Just beyond the River Theatre and 
the darkened Slate Junction Bank building, a big lighted 
sign was arched over the highway: SLATE JUNCTION. 

Luke glanced up. Along with the other motel opera¬ 
tors, he had pushed the erection of the sign. More busi¬ 
ness. More tourists. Get them to stop. It had all seemed 
so damned important. They had wanted even more, a 
bigger sign that would have gone on to advertise the fact 
that Slate Junction was the gateway to the caves, the 
Siskiyou National Forest and the high mountains. The 
argument had raged for months, everybody fighting over 
the amount of money to be spent Now, staring ahead at 
the bridge, headlights glaring in his eyes, flicking past^ 
Luke felt nothing about the sign. 

Darlene. 

Her name rimmed his mind. He breathed, recalling the 
way of her, the soft searching hands, the warm yielding 
lips. Damn, he thought bitterly. I'm acting like a love- 
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Ida. The necklace glistened between them. Nora touch¬ 
ed her lips to Ida’s mouth, “Dailing,” Nora wMspered, 
“I’ll give you so many pretty things... and don’t worry. 
Luke doesn’t know a thing about us.” 

Nora was right about that but, at that moment, in 
town, going into the Loggers to eat, Luke knew there 
was something seriously wrong with his marriage. He 
remembered leaving Nora, telling her he loved her. The 
sound of his words still hit hard and flat. I love you. 
Seven years had eroded the meaning. How many times 
had she gone from bitterness to begging? Luke shrugged 
the thought aside but the echo was the scuff of his 
boots on the hard dirt. I love you. The morning sun 
burned on his shoulders. He walked up the steps and 
pushed the screen door open. 

Inside, the cafe smelled of heat, frying grease, bacon, 
coffee. A tired family of tourists were in the booth by 
the door. The kids, a boy and girl, were whining. The 
father wiped his sweaty face and told them to shut up, 
“Now, Herman,” the mother said softly. 

Luke went to the counter. Mae Rice, die waitress, 
glanced up and then went on pouring coffee for Charlie 
Mason, an unshaven, bleary-eyed mill worker. Charlie 
picked up the cup. He gulped a big swallow and then 
cursing, coughing and sputtering, he put the cup down 
and grabbed for his glass of water. 

Mae planted herself before Luke. 

“Well,” she said. She glanced at Charlie. ‘1 told him it 
was hot. Now maybe he believes me.” She wiped the 
counter, the press of her breasts a parting shadow where 
the collar of her white uniform dress opened at her 
throat. After taking Luke’s order, she said, “You look 
beat, Luke. You and Nora getting along okay?” When 
Luke nodded, she grinned. "Well, if you ever don’t, let 
me know.” She stopped. “I suppose you still think I’m 
kidding” 

‘I'm afraid to find out” 
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mered softly in die low light, and Ida said, Ts that for 
me?” 

nfes, darling^ 

“Is it something Luke gave you?” Ida asked and, 
when Nora nodded, Ida whispered *Tm glad*” 

“Why?” 

“I don’t know,” Ida said softly. She moved her anns, 
exposing her breasts. “It’s all wrong anyway, so don’t ask 
me why I want you to give me things. I just do ” Nora 
fastened the necklace around Ida’s neck. Their lips met 
but suddenly Ida turned her head. “Wait” 

“Why? Is Marve coming back?” 

“No.” Ida’s voice turned iron for a moment, “Oh, God,” 
she said. “Since he got moved up to sales manager, Slat 
Lumber is all be ever thinks of. I guess going to the 
coast or talking on the telephone to people m Seattle or 
San Francisco or Los Angeles gives him all the thrills he 
wants. Anyway, he doesn’t want ma* 

“Ida,” Nora whispered. “I do.” 

“It’s no good. It’s evil, Nora.” 

“Oh, no. It’s heaven ” Nora tore loose the belt of her 
housecoat She shrugged her shoulders free, the loose 
folds slithering from her bare arms and then, close, loin 
to loin, her hands moving, squeezing, she let her lips 
ding to Ida’s mouth. “Darling,” Nora nnmnured. She 
twisted, her fingers sliding over the sleek curve of Ida’s 
hip. It was the beginning all over again—those first 
school days, Miss Ames. Nora shuddered, her kiss hot, 
trailing across Ida’s quivering sldn. Blood pounded. Nora 
tightened her hands. Ida whimpered, her moan rising to 
a little sobbing scream and then, a long time later, the 
last breathless loss still burning on her mouth, Nom let 
Ida be still. “Ida ” Nora breathed. “Youre wonderful.” 

“But this is wrong.” 

“No.” 

“Suppose Luke finds out.” 

“He won’t ” Nora moved, pressing to the curve of 
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come over for a little while." She paused* Then when Ida 
objected that she was getting ready to take a bath^ Nora 
told her to go ri^t ahead, "1 have to freshen up myself, 
m be over in a few minutes." 

T^o" Ida said. “Maybe you better not" 

“Don't you want to see me?" 

"Nora, I don't know " 

“We can just talk " 

“It will be more than tiiat" 

“Ida," Nora said "‘fm coming* Ill ^ve you time to 
bathe." 

“All right" Ida whispered suddenly* “Then bring me 
something,” 

“What?" 

“I don't care* Something pretty " 

Twenty minutes later, Nora crossed the driveway and 
went into Ida's house. She stopped in the kitchen to 
latch the back door. Her housecoat swirled, brushing 
her naked legs. The soft sound of her slippers foUowed 
her to the bedroom. Norm turned the knob and opened 
the door. 

“Ida?" she whispered. 

“Yes " Ida said breathlessly. “Come in" 

With the blinds drawn, the room was almost dark. 
Only a faint shaft of light slanted across the bed. In the 
soft glow, Ida moved, turning her cheek against the pil¬ 
low. Shadows curved with the delicious delicate gold¬ 
en warmth of her nude figure and, looking down at Ida, 
Nora felt a surge of passion. Breath quickened, aching 
in her throat. Her lips trembled. 

“Ida," she whispered again. 

“No" Ida said, “not yet." She crossed her arms over 
her breasts and when she asked what Nora had brought 
for her, Ida's voice breatiied a little scent of whiskey but 
she was not drunk. There was just a kind of perverted 
intensity burning in her eyes as Nora took a rhinestone 
necklace out of her housecoat pocket. It glittered, shim- 
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where she would be sobbing, crawling, filfngin£r h© told 
her he hoped to see her father, Tve got to have more 
moD^ to start grading. He generally eats breakfast at the 
Loggers Cafe. Ill try to catch him there. If I don’t I’ll 
stiU have time to stop by his office." 

“But you love me, don't you, Luke?" 

He walked to the bed. She lifted her face and he 
kissed her mouth. 

“I love you," he said. 

“Luke," Nora whispered. 

She sat up, watching him go. Her blond hair fell soffly 
over hCT bare shoulders. She pressed her hands against 
her legs. The tips of her fingers tingled. Let bfm go^ 
she thought A little twist of warmth spiraled, flowing 
downward in her body. The back door slammed. A few 
minutes later, she heard die pickup going toward town. 
The beat of her pulse throbbed in her throat Let him 
go, she thought again. I want to talk to Mn. 

Nora moved, throwing the covers back. She did not 
worry about Luke. What he did not know would not 
hurt him. Anyway, men never guessed. She trembled. 
Light shadowed the naked curves of her slender figure. 
Excitement hammered in the pounding beat of hw heart 
For a moment as she always did, she struggled to keep 
her mind from what she wanted but then with a little 
shuddering breath, she gave up the fight It was as if 
reahty shifted. Luke was her husband. She wanted btrn 
but, she had learned that even in marriage she could 
not repress the guilty desire. 

She walked to the window. Moving the drape a little, 
she looked across the drive. Next door, Marve’s car was 
gone. Nora let the drape fall bade into place. Then she 
went to the telephone. It summoned five times before the 
line clicked and Ida answered. 

“Ida," whispered Nora. She took a deep breath, try¬ 
ing to keep die shaldness out of her voice. “Luke Just left 
I noticed Marve was gone too and I thought I would 
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The next morning, Liulce got up early. The last ihing he 
wanted was to start arguing with Nora again but, by the 
time he had washed and shaved, she was awake. She 
curled around, tossing the sheet aside, stretching her long 
slender legs, lifting her hands to push her tangled blond 
hair back from her cheeks. 

Tjuke," she whispered. *Tm sorry about last nigbL* 

He buttoned his dean shirt 

“Forget it” 

“I love you.” Tears shimmered in her eyes, “I get 
scared, Luke. I want to be good. I do, Luke. 

“Smre, I know ” 

*TrouVe got to help me* 

“Okay, Nora, dais is no time to talk about it,” He buck¬ 
led his belt pocketed his wallet telling her he intended 
to have breakfast in tovm, “I don't want much more than 
coffee anyway/' 

She sat up. Naked shadows moved* 

“Luke,” she whispered. “Ill get up and make yout 
breakfast,” She leaned toward him. “You know I dont 
mind. Luke,” she went on breathlessly, “don't hate me 
for the way I talked last night.” She pushed her hands 
up, digging her fingers into her hair. “I need you. Ill do 
anything, Luke.” She stopped, closing her eyes, “Oh, 
God, I wish I could be the way you want me to be.” 

“Don't worry about it,” He waited for her to look at 
him and then, quickly, knowing she was close to the point 
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He hesitated. 

“If it’s true, what^s the difference? Bi^t?* 

“Yes,” he said slowly. His voice ached in the tl^t hurt 
of his throat “It wouldn’t matter. It wouldn’t TngVp a 
damn bit of difference to me.” 





“Because I get thinking that maybe Vm different” She 
paused. “What are whores like?” 

“Stop it, Nora." 

“Tell me." 

“An right,” he said sarcastici^y. "They like it 

“I always heard they didn’t. ^ _ ■ ui 

“Okay, have it your way. Your information is probably 

better than mine." 

Luke killed his cigarette but when he lay back, set¬ 
tling himself, Nora wouldn’t let him go to sleep. 

“How about Bens wife?” she asked suddenly. 

"Who?” 

“Darlene.” 

Luke lay stffl, staring up at the ceiling. The quickened 
beat of his heart pounded in his ears but when he spoke 
he managed to keep his voice steady. 

“What about her?” 

“Maybe she knows.” 

“About what?" 

“About being a whore.” 

Luke turned and looked at Nora, “What are you talk¬ 
ing about? Are you crazy?” 

“No, I’m not crazy. According to what Pa heard, Dar¬ 
lene and Ben had trouble on the coast about iL 

“About what?” 

“She was doing it for pay and Ben was picking up the 
money.” 

“I don’t believe it.” He turned on the light and stared 
at her. “You can’t go around saying things like that” 

“Pa says it’s true.” 

“I don’t believe it.” 

Nora stirred, curling around, hugging herself to his 
shoulder. The slim sleekness of her pressed warm. 

“Well,” she said finally. “We’re married. You know I 
love you. I do, Luke." She lifted her face. “So since Dar¬ 
lene is nothi^ to you, what’s the difference? Right, 
Luke?” 
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but, after a moment, she turned to look at “What 
do you want me to say, Luke?" 

He rose up on his elbow, reaching out to the table 
beside the bed. He took the lid off die cigarette box. She 
told him she didn’t want one. After he had struck a Tnai-r-h 
and lit one for himself, she started asking questions again. 

“Did tiiat make you feel good?” 

He inhaled. “Nora,” he said softly. “What the heD 
makes you talk so?” He looked right at her. “In some god¬ 
damned way you always manage to make it all wrong.” 

“Well," she insisted stubbornly. “Did it?" 

“What?” 

“Make you feel good.” 

Luke turned away from her. He moved his hand. The 
cigarette glowed red. The hot tip was memory, the free 
giving of Darlene. He remembered the lift of her shud¬ 
dering but then with Nora prying again, knowing she 
wasn t going to let him alone, he finally answered her. 

“No" he said bitterly. “It didn’t make me feel good. 
Whatever it might have been, it was nothing to you.” He 
stopped. “Let’s not discuss it.” 

“Why?” 

A moment passed. 

“Luke,” she said softly. “What are other wtnnen liker 

One more moment passed. 

“That’s a hell of a question,” he said at last. 

“Well?” 

Luke turned away from her, stalling, reaching for the 
ash tray. Suspicion hit. How had Buddy happened to 
be down near Darlene’s place? Had Nora put him up to 
it? At least, it was a cinch Buddy would be on Nora’s 
side. Luke let his smoke out slowly. 

“Well?” Nora said again. 

“Do you really want to know?” 

“Yes.” 

“Whyr 
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“Yes.” 

“You’re beauttful." 

“I’m glad, Luke * 

“I love you.” 

But the goodness had begun to warp right diere. In 
the moment of surrendering she had never really let go. 
When finally he had let her slip out of his arms, he had 
felt she had watched without ever being part of what 
had happened. And after that, the coolness had always 
been in the breath of her mouth, the way she let herself 
be used, permitted him to indulge. It was legal. She was 
his wife. He had his rights but, always, at the last mo¬ 
ment, she had her emotions under control and, when it 
was over, she was still always untouched. 

Seven years. 

He counted down, die way he had become a part of 
what she wanted, of what her father wanted. Maybe, 
Luke thought bitterly, even of what 1 wanted. He 
closed his eyes, the heat of the night slippery, the slim 
perfection of Nora dosing the circle. The moment was 
the whole, the beginning and this moment too. He 
jammed down, wanting to hurt her, wanting to force her 
to give, to belong. Hadn’t she asked for it? Her words 
came back. Would you like to make love to me? 

Luke kissed her mouth hard. Maybe this was going to 
be different. Her arms hugged but in the instant of 3 aeld- 
ing he knew that moment of flatness. She held her breath. 
He felt that same hopeless failure. Then, reluctantly, as if 
he had hammered at a dosed door, he gave up. The 
shadowy outline of the bedroom hardened. She turned 
her cheek against the pillow, 

“It’s hot, Luke.” 

He rdaxed his arms. “Is that all you’ve got to say?” 

She stirred, moving away from him, throwing the 
sheet from her naked body. He rolled over, lying on his 
bafV, He didn’t try to get an answer to his question 
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Luke hadn't ever got any fiirther than that. Nobody 
gave a damn about the other side of the world* For a 
while, lumber prices had been good. Outside of that, it 
could have been a war on Mars and it would have meant 
the same thing. To Mike and the rest of Slate Junction, 
the center of the world was Slate Junction. If a couple of 
million people went hungry in China or South America, 
nobody batted an eye. But when the Smith Idd got hit 
by a logging truck, everybody was up in arms about not 
having a stoplight at the corner. 

Well, why not? Chunks of life meant nothing. What 
the hell was a navy man, or a sailor, or a Californian or 
an Oregonian? People had to be focused down. For Luke, 
that truth had been hard and clear. In Slate Junction he 
was Luke Carr. After the stink of war, the begging, hun¬ 
gry faces, thin arms, the impersonal, count-off, service- 
number living of the Navy, after Pusan, Inchon and the 
gray cold ocean, he wanted to stop moving. So when 
Nora's father, Jim Stone, gave him a job, Luke had been 
ripe to fall in love with Nora. 

It hadn’t been hard at that time, he twenty-four and 
she just twenty. He had figured he had the world by 
the tail. Not just because the old man was loaded, either. 
Nora had everything a man needed and, in those first 
months, while still working in the old man's loan ofiBce, 
Luke had never wasted time chasing odier girls. In his 
arms, yielding, kissing, never going all the way until that 
final night after the wedding, she had filled him with 
melting hunger. No kind of teasing had been too much, 
and the quick dinging, the whispering, the pressing 
against his hands, had roused Luke and captivated him. 
In his mind he followed the circle; his memory revolved 
to that beginning night 

In a little coast hotel, in shadows, he had undressed 
her, 

"Nora.*^ 
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T)on’t let fear stop you, Luke * 

She walked away, hips swinging and old Charlie leaned 
doser to Luke. Ha winked, nodding toward Mae. 

“Man,” he whispered hoarsely* “I'd like to get some of 

that” 

“You'd never last, Charlie” 

“Maybe you're right, Luke, but if I died trying. I'd 
die happy ” 

More customers came in. Mae was too busy to talk 
Luke left a tip and the money for the dieck on the 
counter. Chitside, he blinked against the blazing glare of 
the sum* A gang of Idds walked past, heading for the 
swimming hole at the rivCT. Dust swirled, A loaded 
logging truck shifted at the light. The diesel exhaust rose 
over the blare of a horn and the sound of traSic. A drift 
of smoke flared back and then, as Luke started down to 
his pickup, Nora's father, Jim Stone, cam© walking 
toward the cafe. 

Jim was a big man, six-two, a good three inches taller 
than Luke; besides being tall, he was heavy—over two- 
twenty, fat around the middle, his beefy shoulders 
stretching his white shirt. Sweat stained his armpits. 
Classes reflected the sun. His red Ue fluttered and, grunt¬ 
ing, puffing a dgar, lifting his pudgy hand, running it 
over the shiny skin of his bald head, he breathed a cloud 
of smoke, rolling the wet cigar to the comer of his 
mouth, clearing his throat as he said good morning to 
Luke. 

"What's the matter? Eating out?” 

Luke lit a cigarette. "Just this moming,” Before Jim 
could ask more questions, Luke added, “With this 
damned July heat hanging on, I figured Nora might as 
weU take it easy and get up late ” 

“That's mighty thoughtful, Luke.” Jim sucked his cigar. 
Beads of perspiration gUttered on his double dbins. He 
squinted and then when Luke mentioned needing more 
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money for tie addition to the motel, Jim mopped his 
head again and said> “Nora told me about that.* 

Luke downed. 

*1 wanted to talk to you about It myself * 

**Well * Jim grinned. “Don't let it upset you. She was 
only trying to help. Anyway, so far as the money goes, 
you don't have to worry. That's my business. The Stone 
Loan Company has an interest in seeing Slate Junction 
grow. You’ll be a big man here, Luke, but even if you 
were a stranger. I'd see you got the credit you need for 
expansion.* 

Luke nodded, . “Well, as long as you hold the deed, 
it's your place.* 

Jim brandished the cigar, flicking the ash with his 
little finger. Then, squinting, wrinkles of fleshy fat web¬ 
bing around his little deep-set eyes, he shook his head, 

“I feel you are amply protect^ under the sales con¬ 
tract, Luke.* He stuffed the cigar into his mouth, “Be¬ 
sides, it s all in the family. We trust each other, My God, 
I wouldn't take advantage of my own son-in-law,* he 
paused, breathing smoke, “Anyway, with this new man, 
you don’t seem to be having any trouble keeping the 
place full.* 

“No,* Luke admitted. “We had only three vacancies 
last night* 

“Three?* 

“Yes * Luke paused, “Of course * he added. “I talked 
to Ben before midnight He might have rented out 
after that* 

Jim grunted and frowned. “That's odd,* he said slowly, 
“I sent some friends over there last night along about 
ten-thirty. They csouldn't get a place to stay, Ben told 
them he was all filled up.* Jim took the cigar out of his 
mouth. “I ain't too sure about this Ben Hait, at that* He 
Hcked his fat lips. “I heard a few things about him and 
that girl, and—* 

“I know,* Luke said. “Nora told me.* 
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“Oh?” Jim shrugged. “Well, I didn't have anything 
definite. Just what I heard ” He sudced on the dgar* 
“Anyway, fd check up " 

“Well ” Luke said cautiously, “probably Ben had 
some reservatioiis that didn't show.” 

“Yes, that could be ” 

“It s one of the risks you have to take ” Luke said* He 
dropped his cigarette, stepping it into the dirt but ten, 
before getting into his pickup to leave, Luke told Jim 
not to worry. “Ill sure as hell see whafs going on " 

Luke made it sound good. Why not? He owed every¬ 
thing he had to Jim Stone. Goddamn it, he told himself. 
You re just Luke, old man Carr s kid and now look at 
you. Honest to God, you ve got the world right under 
your thumb. Be a big man. You're Jim Stone’s son-in- 
law. Some day youll get the whole works and be really 
loaded. What the hell more can you ask? 

Luke shook his head. One thing, though-marrying 
Nora hadn't been getting a woman. It had been giving 
away himself, giving away a little more every year. She 
and her old man, actually, had turned him into somethmg 
that belonged to them. 

In the pickup, Luke squeezed the steering wheel. Why 
didn't I just tell him to go to helL I can run my own 
business* I don’t need him.. • 

The thou^t trailed off* It wasn't that easy. Kissing the 
old man off would be kissing goodbye to a lot of work 
and a lot of money* 

Luke got out at the motel ready to take some of his 
anger out on Ben but, in the ofiSce, Ben was busy argu¬ 
ing with an irate woman who claimed she should have a 
refund because the TV in her room hadn't worked. Then, 
when Ben told her Luke was the owner, she turned, 
starting all over again with him. Before she finished, 
Maria Gomez, the room maid, came up to say tere was 
water all over the floor in Number Eleven and, m the 
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end, becatise Ben was tired, Luke told him to sign the 
cash sheet and leave, 

“IVe got something to see you about but it will keep 
until this evening." 

^Sure, Luke. The keys are on the desk." 

An hour later, with all but one of the units vacated, 
the overflowing toilet in Eleven fixed and the oflBce quiet 
and empty, Luke went over the room registrations. Of 
the sixteen units, three had not been rented. He got the 
keys to one, two and three. They seemed to be in order 
but when he got Maria in to look them over, she shook 
her head firmly. 

^What's the matter, Maria?" 

*1 didn't make these beds." 

They were in Number Three. She leaned down, turn¬ 
ing the bedspread back. 

"I can tell* I don't understand, but somebody else 
made this bed." 

Luke lit a cigarette. He didn't have to be Einsteni to 
know what was happening; still, he didn't want to 
talk about It to Maria. He inhaled, saying he had prob¬ 
ably done the work himself and forgotten it Then, chang¬ 
ing the subject, he got her talking about her husband, 
Manuel After a few minutes, she admitted Manuel had 
beaten her again. 

"Not bad. He never hits so it shows." 

"But why does he hit you at all?" 

She shrugged. "Long time ago now we come to work 
here picking hops. Now I have job but many times when 
he is drunk, Manuel gets lonely for Mexico." 

"Listen, Maria* This is Oregon* You don't have to take 
that" 

“I want him to be happy." 

"No matter what he does to you?" 

"Yes," she said simply. “No matter what he does." 

By then she had forgotten his questions about the 
beds but for the rest of the day, Luke thought about 

44 



what he was gohig to have to say to Ben. Obviously 
Ben must have rented the rooms out for a short 
pocketed die mon^, remade the beds and, for all Luke 
knew, Ben mi g ht have managed to let the rooms out 
several times during the night. There were enough 
chances, guys with something good, looking for a place 
to lay it. Yet Luke couldn’t see how Ben expected to 
get away widi it. Even if Jim hadn’t mentioned sending 
customers over, news was bound to get around a small 
town. 

Anyway, it was a mess and Luke didn’t want to com¬ 
plete the cirde and bring t h i nkin g around to where 
he and Ben and Darlene came together. It looked bad 
but, laddly, late in the afternoon, Nora came by to say 
she was going down to die county seat at Midland 
with their neighbor, Ida Wilson. 

Nora smiled, cool in a sleeveless pink cotton dress. She 
looked up. Light glistened golden tints in her blond 
hair. The red curve of her mouth parted. It was the 
beginning all over again, once a day for seven years, the 
litde tpg«iTig motion of her hips, the promise that was all 
play. He kissed her but she could have been a stranger. 
The begging hurt of Darlene came back, the tautness 
in the pit of bis stomach. 

“You look tired,” Nora said. *Don’t work too hard.” 
She waited. “Is everything all right?” 

“Sure.” He forced a grin. Tve already got five units 
rented.” 

“If you keep that up, Ben won't have much to do.” 

"No,” Luke said. "You’re right about that.” 

He walked out to the car with her and said hello to 
Ida. She chattered for a moment, saying that with all the 
traffic, the caves must be getting a stream of tourists. 
Luke nodded and Ida went on about how that was good 
for his business and then, when Nora got into the car and 
closed the door, Ida waved her hand with a kind of exag¬ 
gerated gaiety. 


45 




*X)on’t worry about us, Luke." 

He held a stiff smile. “All tight,” he said. 

Without moving from where he stood in the glare of 
the sun outside the office, he watched them go. A chill 
breathed across his mind. A lot of problems would be 
solved if Nora never got back. He shook the thought off, 
wiping his hand across his face. No, I don’t want any¬ 
thing to happen to her. He bit down, repeating the 
words silaitly. Heat shimmered up from the blacktop- 
ping. Back in die court, at one of ffie rented units, a 
woman was arguing shrilly as she helped unpack lug¬ 
gage. Luke forced hims elf to listen. What the hell, he 
though Everything is the sama I don’t need Dmlene. 
Ten years from now, m be right here. Fm not dumping 
everything down the drain for any woman. 

He walked back to the office but, a little later, getting 
Maria to stay at the desk, he drove over to have a driok 
at the Grotto. It was cool ther^ dim. 

A couple at tire far end of the bar were whispering to 
each other and, talking about them while Luke smoked 
a cigarette and had a double whiskey, old Mike Tucker 
offered to make a bet. 

“Two to one he doesn’t make out with that little red¬ 
head.” 

“There’s always other fish in the sea, Mike.” 

Mike wiped the bar. *1 guess you’re right, Luke^ but 
when you’re as dose as that guy it’s hard to be philo- 
sc^hical about it” Luke ordered another drink and then 
Mike said, “What's the matter, Luke? Bad day?" 

“It will do until the real thin g comes along.” Luke 
tapped ashes from his dgarette. The redhead giggled. 
Mike walked up and served two more bottles of beer. 
When he came back, Luke spoke. “Say, Mike. You were 
going to hire Ben Hart when he first came over from the 
coast What do you know about him?” 

“Not much. He worked at a bar in Crescent City,” 

“How about his wife?” 


46 



"Well ” Milce said. “She’s stacked. I can tell you that 
much. Actually, that was why I didn’t give Ben a job. 
After my wife got a look at Darlene, I’d had it. As old 
as 1 am, the wife didn’t want that chick around." 

“Why?” Luke asked thoughtfully. “Darlene isn’t all 
diat good-looking." 

“Well," Mike said. “She's got something. I just wish I 
could be young again. Believe me, it’s a short life, a 
quick trip through this world. If 1 had the chance 1 
wouldn’t miss anything that good.” 

“Mike,” Luke said, “you surprise me." 

“Do I?” Mike paused and then, glancing past Luke 
toward the door, he said softly, “Well, anyway, if you’ve 
got any more questions you can ask them in person. 
Here come Ben and Darlene now.” 
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Til, Luke ' 

“Afternoon, Ben ” Luke stood up, TIello, Mrs. Hart* 

Darlene nodded. 

“Hello." 

She looked right at Luke. Light glowed darkly in her 
eyes but, in the swiftness of that moment, Ben stood with 
his ann aionnd her waist Well, Luke thou^t She's Ben's 
wife, isn't she? He had a right to her, 

Luke said, “How about a drink?" 

Darlene stood slim, the skirt of her low-cut yellow cot¬ 
ton sun-dress caressing the gleam of her naked legs. 

“Well, m tell you," Ben said slowly. T could go for 
something—but I wanted to get a few dollars advanced 
on my wages. Darlene needed some money to do a Btfle 
shopping. We went around by the motel but Maria said 
you were down here." Ben paused. “Twenty would do 
me until payday." 

A throb of rage pulsated in Luke's temples. Good God, 
he had to give Ben credit for one tiling. He had guts. 
After renting out three units and pocketing the money, 
at least seven doUars a room, he could still ask for 
mofT©. Luke took a deep drag on his cigarette. He couldn't 
blow up in front of Darlene. Things were already bad 
enou^. He exhaled and, struggling to keep his voice 
steady, he turned his head, asking Mike if he would let 
Darlene have twenty dollars. 
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sign a chit,” Luke said, *^And bring the money bade 
over to you later ” 

THeU,” Mike said Tliat s afl right” He hit the cash 
register. When he handed Darlene die money, his eyes 
didn^t miss a thing. "Glad to help,” he said "Is that all 
right or would you like it broken up into smaller bills?” 

Darlene took the money. “This is just fine,” She opened 
her white purse. When she snapped it shut, she looked 
at Luke again. “Thank you, Mr, Carr ” she said She 
turned, walked toward the door, hips moving gracefully. 

Ben grinned "Nice ” 

Luke jolted back to reality—the cool dinmess, the red¬ 
head at the end of the bar giggling again. He blinked 
his eyes. Tightness constricted his chest Wetness 
gleamed where his glass had sweated moistuia Mike 
rubbed a white rag over the bar. Apparently he didn't 
quite know how to take Ben's remark either, but when he 
glanced up, asking what they wanted to drinks he had 
the same easy-going sound to his voica 

"The same, Luke?” 

"Sure,” Luke said 

Mike looked at Ben, “How about youF" 

"Luke's buying. If it’s okay with him, IT! have a beer 
and a shot” 

Luke motioned to Mike to go ^ead Ben lit a dgarette 
and glanced down the bar, the Same of the match fiick- 
ering, illuminating the lean hard set of his face, Texas, 
luke thought haKhly, Damn, iheyVe all got that leather 
toughness. Cocky bastards. 

Luke inhaled. Oh, hell, stop kidding. I hat© him be¬ 
cause he owns Darlene. The knot pulled down, a fist 
clenching hot pain. He remembered Ben's hand on her 
hip. One slut. Tve got to get hold of myself. He turned 
the rim of memory. Her voice came bade. Jusi caR fue 
raund^heek, Ttn easy. Jusi bre^he m me. Well, she was 
right. Stop by with a bottle and no argument. It was 
that simple. How many others had found out the same 
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thin g? Luke screamed the question in the cave of his 
mind and then Ben was lookmg up, shaking tiie match 
out, nodding to where the little redhead and her boy 
hriend were sitting, 

*‘Not bad, Luke " 

Luke picked up his fresh drink. Ben tilted the bottle 
of beer, tipping his glass. Then, taking his cigarette, hold* 
ing it between his thumb and forefinger, he glanced ^ 
the redhead agaiiL 

^Variety never hurts a guy * 

A moment passed. A group of tourists came in, two 
men and two women. Mike went to serve them and 
Luke gulped the last of his drink down. The whiskey 
tasted raWi He wiped his mouth with the back of his 
hand. 

^TTeah,* Ben went on thoughtfully. "I wouldn't mind 
getting soma myself,^ 

Luke turned. *Tiisten, Ben.” 

“Yeah. What's the matter, Luke?^ Ben took a swallow 
of beer. At the head of the bar, the four tourists were 
still trying to decide what they would drink, One of the 
women was asking for sometiiing pink but Luke only 
half heard. The hard edge of anger finally was slicing 
through. He stopped thinking about Darlene or what 
Ben was saying and, staring at Ben, knowing Ben had 
robbed him and then hit him for twenty dollars more, 
Luke saw red. 

“I got something to settle ” 

Tm Ustening.” 

“All right,” Luke said, “I checked out the registrations 
this morning. According to the file. One, Two and Three 
were empty ” 

“So?” 

Luke said harshly, "I talked to Maria. The beds had 
been remade. She didn't make them. Customers were 
turned away last night around ten-thirty. You told them 
you were full up ” 
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'Yeah,’* Ben said easily. *I rem^ber that* 

*WeIl, what about it?" 

Ben shrugged. suppose 1 was holding them fen some* 
body else* 

*Do you expect me to believe diat?” Luke took a de^ 
breath. Y^oddanm ft, Ben, Tve seen about everything in 
this business. You aren't the first desk clerk to rent rooms 
out Hell, there isn't anything new about it If you get 
caught with people in the units, you just say you forgot 
to make out a card. Otherwise you podeet the dou^ 
What did you do? Let it out to kids? It must have been 
short They were gone and the place was clean this 
morning.* He stopped, disgust bitter in his stomach. 
“Well, anyway, no matter how much you got away 
with, the gravy train has stopped.* 

Ben sipped his beer. "Are you accusing me of stealing, 
Luke?" 

•Yes.* 

Ben shook his head. *I wish you'd think ft over, Luke.* 

*Ben, I—" Luke paused. Tension ebbedi in httn a 
hollowness was sinking, whirling down. Ibe whole thing 
was wrong. Ben wasn’t batting an eye and suddenly, re* 
membering Buddy, Luke had the feeling of quid^and. 
He stalled, taking a drag on his dgaietta Then, slowly, 
starting again, taking it easy, feeling his way, he said, 
“You mean to tdl me you’re going to try and deny tbs 
whole thing?* 

"Well, Luke, there's no use either of us kicking ov^ 
the apple cart* 

"What does that mean?" 

Ben shrugged. Mike returned and Luke nodded for 
him to bring another round. The redhead and her boy 
friend got up to leave. She trailed perfume^ her tight 
dress hugging her trim little figure. Ben turned his head. 
She smiled at him. The door opened and dosed. Mike 
watched a couple of loggers emne in. He went to servo 
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them and, after drinking his second shot, Ben turned 
back to Luke. 

“ni teU you Luke,” he said finally. "If you’re going to 
be friends with my wife, you might just as well be friends 
widi me.” Ben grinned confidentiaBy. "After aU, if any¬ 
body was going to reaUy get sore, I’m the one who 
should.” 

Luke didn’t move. Numbness stiffened his face. The 
beat of his heart was like a sledge hammering a wall 
down. Good God, how could he have been so stupid? 
He blinked his eyes. Ben came back into focus. The grin 
was still there. 

"Listen,” Luke said. 

“Tm not kicking up a fuss.” 

Luke decided to play it straight Maybe Ben was just 
guessing. 

"Listen,” Luke said. "I don’t know what you’re talking 
about Ben. But if you’ve got some idea of making a deal. 
I’m not in. After Luke went on cautiously, "there’s 
no law about stopping by to say hello. After all, you in¬ 
troduced me to Darlene. Anyway, coming back to this 
knocking down at the motel, I can't let you get away 
with it.” Luke struggled to keep his voice level and 000 - 
fid^t “Tm not letting you get away with it” 

Ben smoked thoughtfully. 

“Luke,” he said at last T don’t want any trouble. And 
Tm not admitting anything.” He paused "But I'll tell you 
something. After you being at my place last night I ain’t 
going to be pushed around and accused of knocking 
down on the job. Hell, a little mix-up in registrations can 
happen. Yon know that And I’ll tell you something for 
sure...If there's any trouble. I'll make it and I don’t 
think you’d get far with that stopping-by-to-say-hello 
routine.” Ben grimied “I'll tell you something else. I got 
me a bunch both your wife and your father-in-law would 
be mighty upset if they figured you'd been fooling 
around with my wife.” j 
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“You’re guessing." 

“No, Luke." 

“Goddamn it, Ben, 1 don’t know what you’re trying to 
do, but you must be out o( your mind. No man would 
talk about his wife like you’re talkmg to me. Anyway," 
taike finished, “whatever happens. 111 swear you're lying. 
You can’t prove a damned thing." 

“I think I could." 

“How?" 

“That little old Buddy was down that way." 

“So it was your idea!” 

Ben shrugged. 

“Well,” Luke said tiredly. “You won’t get anything out 
of him now. Evoi if you did, nobody would pay much at¬ 
tention. Around here, everybody knows Buddy hasn’t got 
the brains Cod gave a rabbit.” 

Ben nodded. “I diink you’re ri^t” He paused but 
dten, softly, he added, course, there’s Darlene." 

Luke stared. “My God, Ben," he said hoarsely. “Even 
if everything was true, she wouldn’t talk about it." 

Ben turned, pouring the rest of his beer into his glass. 
He set the bottle down. Then aftra lifting the glass, drain¬ 
ing it, he wiped his mouth and faced Luke again. 

“Now don’t be too sure," he drawled. “I know that girl 
a si^t better than you do. I'd say she’d do just what I 
tell her to." He nodded. “Yes, sir, Luke, I got me a hunch 
if 1 tell h^ to talk she would just start ri^t In talking." 
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6 

GtJNNiNG the pickup out the Selma road toward the 
Clatt place, Luke remembered the craziness in bits 
and pieces. He had paid and left the Grotto, The 
glare of the street had hit with the hard brightness of a 
knife, Ben had walked right along with him. 

-^ick, Luker 

Tve felt better * 

“All right, Luke. Once you see my side, youH feel 
better, ITJ go in early. You get a little air * 

“You're sure* Luke had asked cuttingly, “that you 
don't mind?* 

“Hell, no, Luke. Long as I'm working for you, you're 
the boss * 

Luke stared down the road, A logging truck rumbled 
past. Damn that Buddy, The pickup jounced, slewing 
in the loose gravel Luke toudied the brakes, holding 
die wheel steady. Whiskey burned in his stomach. The 
dusty haze stung his eyes. Hot rage flared drunkenly. 
He cursed himself for being a fooL He couldn’t get rid of 
the mocking memory of Bens unshakable smugness. 

“What do you want, Ben?* Luke had asked, “Am I 
supposed to hny oflE you and that bitdi?* 

“Now Luke, there ain't any rail to act like this is my 
fault, I like my job, I want to be firiends. Of course, I 
got to say I never figured it would go so far with you 
and Darlene.* 

“So you just made sure Buddy was there to peek?* 
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TNfo^ Luke, I didn't. Maybe I suggested you and him 
wouldn't get to see them goddamned hawks he's always 
talking about if you got mixed up with Darlene^ but 
what he did was his husiness." 

Luke groaned. What the hell did it matter? Since 
Buddy hadn't been back to town, Ben must have gotten 
all his information straight from Darlene, What a laugh* 
The two of them, Darlene and Ben, sitting around, 
smoking cigarettes, hawng a ball, talking about Slate 
Junction's prize chump. Oh, my God, Sweat wet his 
back. His shirt was sticky. No, he thought desperately, 
maybe it wasn't Darlene, Maybe Buddy did get into 
town and talk to Ben. Sure, that had to be it Luke tcx>k 
a deep breath, remembering Darlene when she had been 
in the Grotto with Bm, She hadn't given a sign one 
way or the other. Just hello, Mr. Carr, thank you. In 
his mind, he saw her walk to the door again, hips sway¬ 
ing. Old Mike Tucker was right. She had it Luke re¬ 
membered the naked toudi of her hands, the way she 
had shuddered, begging love, clinging, twisting, want¬ 
ing more, crying with her mouth wet and hot. He 
jammed down the accelerator. Perspiration made his 
hands slippery. No, she wouldn't have told Ben. She 
couldn't. It had to be Buddy, That little bastard must 
have slipped mto town and gone to see Ben. 

Luke hammered the thought. It had to be true. He 
slowed, making Ae turn to go into the Clatt place. It 
was nothing but a stump ranch, a guttec^ logged, burned 
and washed hillsidei Rotting deadfalls, junked machinery 
and rusting heaps of tin cans were scattered through the 
straggling brush and dry goat-weed. The lane was rut¬ 
ted, the fencelines sagging, broken and, at the top of the 
rise, the buildings were in not much better shape. 

Back from the house and the hard-beaten bare yard, 
the shake-roofed Oregon bam was weatherbeaten black. 
The shed chicken-coops were almost faffing down and 
dirty little kids, banty hens and a pack of mangy look- 
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ing hotmdis were pecldng, playing or scratching in the 
hot dust and, as Luke pulled around in front of the 
house, the whole pack of dogs raced over to snap and 
snarl and howL 

The screen door of the house opened. Old lady Clatt, 
her stringy hair loose, her ragged cotton dress banging 
sloppily from her fat shoulders and sagging bosom, came 
out on the porch. She screamed at the dogs, cursing 
them, and then, after yelling for the kids to call the 
hounds off, she grmned 
‘Tieno, Luke," 

“Howdy, Maggie " 

“Homer is in the kitchen." 

“I wanted to see Buddy ” 

Maggie rubbed her hand across her face, 

“He*s sleeping over in the bam with his granddaddy “ 
She paused, clearing her throat, moving to the edge of 
the porch and spitting to the ground. “Him and Rosie 
got into trouble last night" 

“What happened?" 

“Buddy tried to get in her bed. You know she sleeps 
in that old shed behind the house. Now, she's a Meeker 
girL They left her here and never come back but not 
being kin don't mean nothing to her. At least, she wasn’t 
letting Buddy fool around," Maggie spat again. ‘Tlosie is 
funny that way." She paused and then, cackling, she 
said, "You know, Luke. I really think Rosie is sweet on 
you." 

Luke lit a cigarette. The dogs were still barking every 
now and then. Two little bare-bottom ed lads crawled 
over to stare at him. They had rings of dirt around their 
mouths. The hot air smelled of sweat and bams, A 
breath of wind stirred the dust as, from inside the hous^ 
Homer Clatt hollered to find out who was visiting. 

“Homer," Maggie yelled through the screen door, “it’s 
Luke Carr," 

“Goddamn it, sic him in here." 
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Luke went inside. He knew from experience that he 
was going to have to have a beer or a drink of cheap 
whiskey. Sure enough, in the kitchen, Homer stumbled 
up from the table an^ yelling at the top of his voice, 
slurring the words drunkenly, ordered Maggie to fetch 
Luke a drink. When she asked what kind, he stumbled 
from the table, shoving her out of the way as he stag¬ 
gered to the sink. Out of a bucket of water, he lifted a 
bottle of beer. It foamed when he opened it and, before 
handing it to Luke, Homer rubbed the neck with his 
hand. 

**There you are, Luke ” Homer swayed, grabbing a 
chair as he got back to the table. His lank graying hair 
was matted over his forehead. Perspiration glittered on 
the stubble of his beard. He reached for his bottle and, 
when Luke said he wanted to talk to Buddy, Homer 
burst into a hoarse guffaw, “That nmt got himself a sore 
mouth ” Homer blinked. "But by God, somebody is going 
to have to get to that Rosie.” He laughed again. “Maybe 
they have. I ain’t got time to keep track of every damned 
thing. You know that, Luke. A man has got to earn him¬ 
self a living. People around here got the idea I ain't so 
smart but I know what I'm doing ” Homer squinted* "I 
like you, Luke. HeU, I knew your daddy ” 

“Yeah,” Luke said. "I guess you did.” 

“Sure ” Homer drained his bottle. A spill of beer trick¬ 
led down the comer of his chin. He rubbed his mouth 
with his hand. Then, after getting a cigarette from Luke 
and lighting it, Homer started again. "HeU, yes. Your 
daddy was just people. He liked his booze same as ev¬ 
erybody does. Many the night I hauled him out here 
in my old truck.” Homer giggled. “Might be even some 
of these kids around here is kin to you, Luke. Now, wait 
there, boy. Don't get frowning cUid looking sore, I was 
joking. Of course, your daddy wasn’t a man to run off 
if there was somebody giving it away. Anyway, I don't 
think he gave a damn for nothing. Smash, cut and bum, 
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that's what he used to say* Chop die whole goddamned 
state down and then all these lumber hogs wiU be happy* 
I don't fcaow, Luke, He was a funny guy but your 
mother put up with him. I guess, if you beat 'em enough^ 
any woman will go on doing like she's told. Now^ don’t 
argue. I know he was of a mind to swat her around* 
Anyway, it don’t matter. They’re dead now,” 

Luke said, TTou’re li^t, Homer. They’re dead* It 
doesn’t matter now."* 

TBut you’re getting some place, Luke. By God, youT 
be a rich man,” Homer hollered for Maggie to get more 
beer* When she brought two bottles to the table, he told 
her to sit down and have a diiak too. ‘'Ain’t you got any 
goddamned manners ” he yelled. “Say something nice to 
Luke. Don’t you remember his daddy cmiing out here?” 
Maggie said, “I remember.” 

Homer slammed his fist down on the table. “What do 
you mean, you remember?” 

“I just do ” she said stubbornly* “A woman has things 
to think about that a man don’t even know*” 

They kept on arguing and finally, when Homer s big, 
huUdng brother, Timmy, came into Ae kitchen and start¬ 
ed muttering about how Homer was drinking up aU the 
beer in the house, Luke stood up and said he was 
going to look for Buddy* 

“He’s out bade,” llmmy mumbled, “Him and that 
Rosie are still at it. BudA/ warily her to look at hawks 
with him.” i j i * 

“Well,” Homer said, “If that don't beat it” 

Luke left Homer cursing and swearing about hawks 
and, going outside, driving back the hounds so he could 
get around the house, Luke brushed past a dry bed 
where somebody had planted flowers. Weeds lay flat 
and scrubby on the hard clay and then, at the shed, back 
toward the rotting pole fence that separated the stunt¬ 
ed second-growth fir from the yard, Luke heard Rosie 
scream. 
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Luke took three quidc strides and hit the door of the 
shed. It banged open. In the back comer, down on his 
knees, a smear of blood ghttermg wet and red on his 
cheek. Buddy crouched. Rosie was backing away horn 
him. The old cotton bathrobe on her was ripped open 
and the slender nakedness of her body gleamed. Her 
dark hair hung loose and, as she whirled, reaching up to 
hug the robe closed over her breasts, she panted viciously, 

“ITl IdU himl" she yeUed, 

Luke grabbed her wrists. Light glittered on her wet 
eyelashes. She shivered, the robe brushing away from 
the warm golden smoothness of her legs and then, sud¬ 
denly, shuddering, her mouth trembling, she pushed 
against Luke, She put her hands up, hugging her arms 
around his neck. As she clung to him, Luke looked over 
her shoulder to Buddy, 

"Buddy,” Luke said, "what the hell have you been 
trying to do?" 

Buddy rubbed his bloodstained cheek. His mouth was 
swollen and he made words thicMy, "1 oidy come to talk 
to her,” 

Bosie relaxed her arms. She looked up at Luke. Heat 
flared darkly in her eyes. She touched the pink tip of her 
tongue to her lips, "Twice now ” she said, "Last night, 
he came in here talking about them hawks and going 
camping. He got smart, trying to get in bed with me 
and I hit him in the mouth. Now when I got undressed, 
he come in again. The next time I won't just scmtdi him. 
Ill get me a good sharp knife and fix him so he won't 
ever be bothering any girl.” 

Buddy's eyes bugged, "No,” he mumbled, "I just come 
to look ” 

"Well,” Bosie flared, "go look some place else. You re 
too little and too stupid for me.” She moved back from 
Luke, Hfting her hand to push her ha^ away from the 
smooth slant of her cheek. The robe fell op^ again for a 
moment but the expression in her eyes told him to go 
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ahead and look all he wanted. ^'^Il sure glad you came, 
Luke,” she went on at last- She smiled and there was 
no use pretending she wasn’t beautiful. She was. She 
had everything and Luke couldn’t help feeling a tremor 
of response. He took a deep breath and as if she knew 
just what she was doing to him, she said, T already told 
Homer and Timmy to keep their big dirty hands ofi 
me, I told them I liked you, I told Buddy, too ” 

“Listen,” Luke said cautiously. “You’re fust a Idd 
Rosie. YouVe got a lot to learn before you know who 
you like or who you don't like,” 

“I know enou^. I ain’t scared. I guess there ain't noth¬ 
ing I haven’t seen. Anyway, that doesn’t matter. I know 
how I feel.” She lifted her face boldly. “ITl do anything 
you want me to do.” 

“You’re too yoimg ” Luke paused and then, trying to 
turn it into a joke, he added, “Besid^^ I wouldn’t want 
to fool around with Buddy’s girl.” 

Buddy pounded his fist on the floor. 

“Yeah,” he yelled unexpectedly. “Luke wouldn't do 
nothing like t^t. You heard him. You're my girl. Me 
and Luke are friends. You heard him and, by God, Ros¬ 
ie, when I gat you up in the mountains, it's going to be 
different. I’ll show you something and then, when I get 
throu^ with you, me and Luke will just lie down in 
the sunshine and not do a goddamned thing.” 
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When he got home, Luke stumbled on the back steps* 
He grabbed at the dcNDt* While he was fumbling, trying 
to get in, he heard Nora. Her shadow moved in the kitch¬ 
en. The switch clicked. Light glared in his eyes, 

"Luke*" 

"Sure, honey.*' 

"You re drunk," ^ 

Luke got himself inside. His head throbbed. Every¬ 
thing was moving back and forth. He blinked. The room 
slowly steadied. He had drunk too much of the old man’s 
beer, mixing it with cheap whiskey, but after finally get¬ 
ting Buddy out of Rosie’s shed and finding out Buddy 
had neither seen nor talked to Ben, Luke hadn’t really 
cared much one way or the other. All that had been real 
was the sickening realization that Darlene had told every¬ 
thing, talking him over with Ben- 

"Luke?" 

"Yes, Nora." 

“For Gk)d s sakes, stop wobblnig around and staring 
like an idiot." Nora’s voice turned sarcastic. "After aU, it’s 
only ten-thirty and supper was supposed to be at six. 
Where were you?” 

"At the Clatt place." 

"What for?” 

"Believe me,” Luke muttered, "it s hard to remember 
now.” 

"Did you see that little tramp, Rosie?" 
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Luke rubbed his face. “Yes, I did** 

“I guess " Nora said acidly, “chasing after one woman 
Isn't enou^ for you * 

Luke frowned* “What?* ^ 

“Luke * Nora replied angrily, “when you didn’t show 
up, I looked for you over at the motcL* 

“So?* 

“I talked to Ben** 

Luke forced his eyes open. The room tilted again* The 
bad taste of liquor choked in his throat 
“Go on,* he said* 

“We had a nice chat* 

“You said that* 

“Yes,* Nora agreed* She crossed to him. He saw her 
blurred, saw shadows red with the curve of her mouth, 
“Luke,* she went on, “when did you start going to see 
Ben’s wife?* 

“Darlene?* 

“How many wives has he got?* Nora snapped. “Do 
you like her?* 

“Who?* 

“Damn you, Luke, don’t play stupid * 

Luke wavered, A drum banged in his head but in a 
crazy drunken way he felt absolutely cahn. His nerves 
tightened like stretched wires but the tension pulled to¬ 
gether the looseness of his thoughts. Obviously that wise 
bastard, Ben, had popped off to Nora but, since she 
wasn’t raising the roof, Ben must have gone only far 
enough to make Nora a little suspicious. Just what Ben 
hoped to gain, Luke didn’t know. But Luke didn’t intend 
to make things any easier for Ben. Luke held back the 
rocking motion in his stomach, clenching his hands. He 
grinned. His face felt like stiff paper wrinkling but when 
he spoke he managed to keep his voice from slurring 
too much. 

“Well,* he said. “I guess I am stupid. First you got me 



going out to sleep with a kid like Rosie and now you got 
me hot for Ben’s wife,” 

“Didn't you stop by at her house?” 

“Tin sorry. I didn’t know it was a crime.” Nora start¬ 
ed to spin and, instead of lying or trying to stall, he 
changed the subject. “If you’ll pardon me, he said thick¬ 
ly. “I think I'll have to be sick." 

He staggered across the kitchen and headed for the 
bathroom. Sickness hit sour, his stomach cramping, but 
afterward, wiping his mouth, leaning over the basin, 
gln-s Tiing cold water over his face and arms, he felt as if 
he would live. He rubbed the towel over his face, finally 
stripping to shower. By then, he felt almost sober. He 
dried, staring at himself in ie mirror. Honest to God, 
be thought, thirty-two and stupid. Had Darlene gone over 
all the details with Ben? It must have been a laugh, 
Luke closed his eyes. That bitch. He tried to hate her— 
yet, going into the bedroom, holding a towel around his 
middle while he found a clean pair of pajamas, he kept 
remembering the hot begging of Darlene s mouth, the 
deep taking, the flow of surrender, the dark giving, the 
tip of her tongue tracing fire. His hands trembled with 
the memory of slimness twisting... And then, the hard 
edge of Nora’s voice jolting him back to reality, he saw 
her getting undressed. 

“Well,” she said, “I hope you're proud. Did you eat out 
there?” 

“Yes." Luke tied the pajama string around his waist. 
The smell of the Clatt place came back, the heat, the 
wood stove, the stale coffee, beer, dirt, half-naked kids 
crawling around on the floor, hounds sniffing while the 
old lady fried a dhicken. It had been quite a brawl. The 
whole dirty gang had thought it was one hell of a joke 
for Rosie to be in love with him. The supple youth of 
her came back, the cotton dress sticking damply to her 
body, her bare legs brown and, even when he had kept 
saying she was Buddy’s girl, she had stayed close... 
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Now Luke watched Nora walk to die closet and put 
her dress on a hanger. She stepped out of her high heels, 
slim, her blond hair soft over her naked should^s. She 
lifted her arms, reaching back to undo the catch of her 
bra. Ught shifted shadows with the curving mounds of 
her breasts. Nylon shimmered, a small mist across her 
stomach. She walked to the bed, sitting down, tuming, 
leaning, slipping out of her panties and then, glancing 
up, doing nothing to cover herself, she said she couldn’t 
understand him, 

“Go on,** Luka said. ^'Say what you mean.*' 

“I*m talknig about Ben*s wife, Darlene.** 

“Go on.' 

“Why would you start chasing her?** 

“Is that what Ben told you?' 

“No,** Nora said, “He just mentioned you*d been stop¬ 
ping by his place. I guess he thought I ought to know.' 

Luke said, “Is that all?' 

“Isn't it enou^?” 

Luke relaxed. Whatever Ben was up to, be hadn't 
spilled everydiing. I'm stiH in the dear, Luke thought. He 
intended to stay that way too, but Nora couldn't let the 
subject alone. When Luke finally lost his temper and 
told her to shut up, she calmly dropped a bombshefl. 

“Ida is having a little barbecue and get-together Mon¬ 
day night” Nora smiled, “We talked it over after we’d 
done our shopping, I suggested she invite Ben and Dar¬ 
lene.' 

“You—what?” 

“I thought it would give us all a chance to get to know 
each other better. After all, Darlene is a stranger in town 
and Monday works out just fine, Maria can take the desk 
at the motel for the first part of the evening. I’ve already 
talked to her ' 

“Well,' Luke said bitterly, “ain't you the smart one' 
He turned, picking up his shirt. He got his lighter and 
his cigarettes. He lit one, inhaling. The smoke hit his 
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lungs. His hand shook. ‘ITou forgot one thing. Ida can go 
to hdl. I won’t be at any backyard barbecue.” 

"Why? Are you abraid?” 

Luke saw the trap. He had to go. Wdl, he thought 
suddenly, maybe it would be smart He could go through 
that Mr. Carr and Mrs, Hart script too. Just play it 
st^ght Why, yes, I stopped by a couple of times to say 
hello. As you said, Nora, Mrs. Hart is a stranger in town. 
Well, why not? All he had to do was say it good. Any- 
thing past that, he could swear was a lie. Anyway, Dar* 
lene was a tramp. Ben had as much as admitted it Even 
Nora’s fathea had heard stories. Maybe she really had 
sold it Luke let the circle turn in his mind. To heU with 
her. A man could forget any woman who ever lived. 
“Well?” Nora said. “Are you afraid to see Darlene?* 
He looked right at Nora. “Now that's a crazy thing to 
say.” He turned, snubbbing his cigarette in the ash tray. 
He forced a grin. “Look, if this kind of a get-togeth^ 
means something to you, I’D go for your saka” 

“Luke, do you mean that?” 

“Yes,” he said steadily. “Of course I mean it” 
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Ida's hosband, Marve, handed Luke a drinlc 

•Whiskey/' he said, “And good pure Oregon water. 
You can't beat that, Luke" Marve tumed a little, glanc¬ 
ing to the steaks sizzling on the grill. Charcoal glowed 
red in the lowering twilight. The grease dripped, sput¬ 
tering, Marve's barbecue apron fluttered. He tipped back 
his tall white chefs hat “I guess I look pretty silly in this 
outfit?'' 

“No,” Luke said 

•It's Ida's idea ” Marve glanced across the back lawn 
to where Ida, Nora and Nora’s father, along with Ben 
and Darlene were gathered around the picnic table. 
Then, nudging Luke, Marve said, “My God, old Jim is 
snowing them under. He’s in good form tonight ” 

Luke nodded without answering, 

“Something the matter?” 

Luke drained his glass. “Maybe I just need another 
drink.” 

Marve chuckled, going into the whiskey and pure Ore¬ 
gon water routine again. Then while he tumed the 
steaks, Luke walked to the table. Jim Stone was talking 
about how nobody was ever going to get all the trees 
in Oregon chopped down. Tobacco smoke twisted up in 
the darkness. A breath of wind swirled, Darlene lifted 
her hand to her dark hair and suddenly Lxike looked 
right at her. Shadows slanted the planes of her cheeks 
and Luke felt a raw hurt It hit hard, a fist gutting him, 
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and he reviewed the evening, everybody being so friend¬ 
ly. Nora sweet as S 3 nnip. Ben smooth as silk, easy-going, 
smiling as if he had never dipped bis hand in the till or 
made any threats. Darlene quiet, distant barely letting 
on she knew bin*. 

Now the steaks were served. Everybody ate. Some, 
like Luke, drank steadily. Jim monopolized the conversa¬ 
tion as be did everything else and with Ida and Marve 
(battering, making a huge fuss about Marve’s cooking, 
the party didn’t sag too noticeably. Then, just before 
nine, when he had to go back to tiie motel and relieve 
Maria, Ben slyly asked Luke if he would see tiiat Dar¬ 
lene got home safely. 

“That is, if it isn’t too much trouble, Luke." 

Luke stared at Ben. “Glad to." 

Luke lit a cigarette, carefuUy keeping his bands steady. 
At the same time, his lifter flaring, he ignored the 
warning glance be got from Nora. To hell with her. Ha 
took another drink. Whiskey flamed in the pit of his 
stomach. T.ight shimmered on the curve of Darlene’s 
mouth. The way of her breathed nakedly in his mind. 
Wanting her was the thin edge of insanity but, for the 
next hour, he did his best to keep hrom showing he cfued. 
Then, witii the party breaking up and before Nora could 
kick up a stink, he asked Darlene if she wanted to go. 

"When you’re ready." 

He got up. 

“Luke," Nora called. 

Darlene paused. “Aren’t you going to answer your 
wife?” 

“No,” Luke said. “ITl see her later.” 

He put his hand on Darlene’s arm. She brushed 
against him, her high heels catching in the grass. He 
breathed die warm fragrance of her hair. Behind him, 
be knew, Nora and her father and Ida and Marve all 
were watching. The back of his neck burned. All right; 
he thought bitterly, let th^ look. He walked Darlene 
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quickly across to the driveway. When he had backed the 
pickup out to the street, cutting the wheds to head for 
town, he spoke to her again. 

“This is real handy, isn’t it?’" 

“Handy?’" 

Luke got his cigarettes and his lighter out He dropped 
them in her lap. The street curved down toward the 
highway. A cat scooted through the reach of the head¬ 
lights. Darlene lit two cigarettes. She handed one to 
Luke. He inhaled deeply. 

“Yes,” he said again. “Real handy.” He blew a thin 
stream of smoke. Cool air moved through the open win¬ 
dows. The pickup jolted. “Ben pushes you o£E to me. 
Where the hell does he get that would-I-mind crap? He 
knows what you’ve got and he knows what I want. No 
wonder you told me to just leave my money. You re¬ 
member that, don’t you?” 

She smoked, the red glow brightening, lighting her 
face, shadowing the dark waves of her hair. 

“Well,” Luke said again. “Do you remember?” 

She put her head back. “Yes,” she whispered. “I re¬ 
member.” 

“You must feel real smart about the whole goddamned 
thing” 

She closed her eyes. 

“No ” she said. “I don’t.” 

Luke made the stop at the main crossing. The sign at 
the Grotto glittered in the heat of the hot night. Head¬ 
lights glared but, with a break in the traflfic, Luke didn’t 
make the left turn to head for the flat behind the milL 
Instead, making a left turn into the highway and then 
turning again at the bridge, he took the River Road. It 
was graveled but rough. The pickup slewed and Darlene 
opened her eyes. 

“Luke,” she said. “I want to go home ” 

He stared straight ahead. Shadows cast by the lights 
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raced along the willow thickets. Through the tiees^ the 
river glinunerei 

Xuke,'" she said again, "1 told you I wanted to go 
home* 

"I heard you * He nodded toward the ^ove ocmipart* 
meet “But there’s a bottle in diere. Fve got a blanket 
with that junk in the back end.* Luke reached to open 
the dashboard ash tray. He squash^ his cigarette. “I 
figure,” he went on fi:^y, “that Iva got a little more 
coining.* 

“I don’t Imow what you mean,* 

T think you do * 

Luke slowed, turning where an old sldd road twisted 
off toward the river bank, The pickup lurched. Over¬ 
hanging limbs brushed the hood. He shifted to low, 
swinging to a stop where a grassy clearing leveled off at 
the edge of the water. He turned the key and flipped 
out the lights. 

“Well,* Luke said, “Here w© are * He stopped, know¬ 
ing he was a litde druidc. The purling sound of Uie river 
held silenoe. An owl hooted. Darlene moved. Night li^t 
shimmered with nylon sheemess where her skirt pulled 
up over her knees, Luke reached across her, operdng 
the glove compartment The pint was almost full. It glit- 
tered glassily. He opened it but Darlene shook her head 
stobbondy, 

“I don’t want to drink.* 

Luke shrugged, lifting the bottle. He swallowed and 
then, wiping his mouth with his hand, he cx>rked the bot¬ 
tle and looked at Darlene, 

“I didn’t remember you being so particular,* 

Darlene said nothing. She put out her cigarette. Luke 
took the pack and the lighter from her lap. His fingers 
trembled. He lit another smoke but she shook her head. 
Her eyes reflected the glow. Smoke flattened, swirling 
with a litda drift of warm bree:^ and finally Luke broke 
the silence. 
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*Tt must have been one hell of a ball you and Ben 
had,” he said. “What did you do? Sit around on the bed 
and talk about me?” He waited. When Darlene still didn't 
answer, he went on slowly. “I suppose it was a real joke. 
Ben gets a job and then sets it up so Tm a dead cinch 
to go to bed with you. If I get sore because he knocks 
down at the motel, he’s got me ov^ a barrel. How much 
did you tell him? Did you tell him how we said we loved 
each other? Honest to God, that must have been a 
scr^tm. Good old Luke. How dumb do they come? But, 
you know, Darlene, it’s a new experience for me." He 
paused. “Only I’ll give you credit, when you peddle a 
little you do a good job.” 

“Stop it, Luke.” 

“Why?” 

“I don’t want to talk about it* 

“Now that’s funny," he said bitterly. “I thought being 
an expert, you’d get a bang out of taDdng it over.” He 
stopped, dragging deeply on his cigarette and then, let¬ 
ting his breath out slowly, he added, “You know, just to 
give you another laugh, I've got to tell you I went hook, 
line and sinker. I thou^t maybe that was what love was 
like. Isn’t that a kick? Of course, that’s before I heard 
you were a whore and before Ben turned the screw. Now, 
to get rid of him, I have to let everybody know I made 
a fool of myself over you.” 

“Luke, please. Stop it” 

“Why? You had enough laughs?” Luke opened the 
pint and took another drink. He set die bottle down on 
the seat, picked up his cigarette. He said, “Well, I’ll take 
care of Ben. It’s what is known as facing the music. But," 
Luke finished grimly, “before I do that, I intend to get 
mine.” 

“Luke, don't touch me.” 

“Don’t play hard to get. You’re the one who told me 
you were easy. You just think it over while I spread the 
blanket” 
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SwEATQfG in fhe breathing heat, Ltike hit the pint 
again. When Darlene finally got out of the pickup, sa 3 dng 
she would walk back to town, he shook his head, telling 
her she wasn't walking and that her chance of being 
picked up were exactly zero, 

“Nobody comes down here,'' he said. He gave a satis¬ 
fied nod. “So it's just you and me.* 

“You're drunk, Luka* 

He shrugged. 

“Not very, Darlene. Anyway, it doesn't matter * He 
squatted on the blanket “After all, a guy doesn't run into 
a woman hke you every day. I mean, a guy has to get 
used to the idea of being set up for a patsy. But, as I 
said, even knowing you and Ben. planned to let me get a 
little, I have to admit that you sure as hell know your 
business* 

“You don't understand, Luke.” 

“I understand all right Every night, he rents a few 
rooms without making out any registration cards. The 
dough goes into his pocket. If I squawk, he merely 
threatens to make trouble because Tve been sleeping 
with his wife. If he averages the going price of eight 
dollars a room, and if he rents out an average of three a 
night on his own, that figures out to around a hundred 
and sixty-eight bucks every seven days, The price of 
prostitution has sure as heU gone up.* 

“Luke,* Darlence wh^pered, “please don't* 
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Luke widened his eyes in mock surprise, “My God, 
don't you think Tm entitled to get some boot out of this? 
Did you tell Ben how we lived it up, talking about diam- 
pagne and music and that apartment with the balcony?” 

She stared at him, standing with her back to the 
pickup. In the half darkness, starlight and the far off 
neon-loom of Slate Junction wove shadows on the creamy 
warmth of her skin. Her eyes glistened. Nylon glittered 
along the slimness of her legs and, while Luke lit one 
cigarette from the other, dropping the butt, grinding it 
out, she breathed with her lips parted, 

“Well,” Luke said bitterly, “so you told Ben, Why not 
tell me? Was I all right, or was it just another night 
working?” 

She breathed the shadowy air* 

“Anyway,” Luke went on, “I heard you and Ben were 
peddlhig a little over on the coast so it wasn't something 
new,” He leaned toward her. “You're not going to say it 
was something new, are you?” 

“No.” 

“The truth is so refreshing ” He stamped his cigarette 
out, “Anyway, Darlene, I figure the way Ben has clipped 
me, I have something coming,” He lifted his hands, 
“After all, even in the dty, I figure a hundred and sixty- 
eight bucks would be pretty steep for one time. Out here 
a whore ought to be a little cheaper,” 

She walked closer, and slapped his face. 

Luke cursed. The sting burned across his mouth. 
Without thinking, he was on his feet, and in blind re¬ 
flex he knocked her off balance. She stumbled, but when 
he grabbed, trying to keep her from falling, she twist¬ 
ed like a cat. “Damn youl” She spat the words, hammer¬ 
ing at him with her fists. He got his arms around her, 
smothering the blows but when she slipped to her knees 
on the blanket, the hard pound of a drum pumped in 
bis head. 

He fought her down, his fingers catching in her dress, 
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ripping. She squirmed. Her fingers clawed. He felt the 
damp of perspiration, the slippery nakedness of her 
skin. He squeezed the scream of her, smothered it witii 
his palms. With his fists in the loose tangle of her hair* 
he found her mouth and kissing was bmtal, bruismg, the 
slender struggling turned suddenly to a savage yielding. 
She moaned, her supple tautness clinging to him, but 
oven in the moment of surrender, taking was seeking, 
a fierce s^ch, Ihen passion bmst like a hot flood, like 
lava burning and exploding, 

Luke held the world in his arms. All the answers, aH 
the reasons for being, tiiese were clear. He shuddered, 
and now felt acute loss with the ebbing of ecstasy, loss— 
and the torture of pain, peace and tenderness. He held 
his breath, relaxing his arms. The emptiness of the 
night returned, the sound of the river. A hot zephyr 
moved the leaves of the willow trees and Darlene stirred 
tenderly. 

“Luker ^ 

"Yes, Darlene " 

Tm scared.* t 

"Whyr 

She shivered. Luke blinked his eyes. There was a 
bruise on her cheek. He remembered hitting, remem¬ 
bered crazily forcing her down. His neck burned and 
he touched the wet smear of blood. Light darkened 
another bruise on the smooth mound of her breast. She 
breathed deeply, 

"Oh, God,* she whispered. "I didn't want this to hap- 
pen. 

"I'm sorry,** he said. "I swear I didn't mean to hurt 
you” 

“I know.* 

She moved her hand, readiing up, touching the tips 
of her fingers where the skin was scratched raw. 

“Luke, I’m sorry Tm no good ” She shook her dark 
head. Tears glittered wetly. “No, don't stop me. Every- 
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thing you said was taie. Tin Bens wife. Tin cheap,* She 
closed her eyes, “Only I didn't want to go on with this, 
Luke, That night, at the house, I wanted you to go, I 
wanted to forget* She shivered, “Now ifs no good. Ill 
never forget," She opened her “What's going to 
happen to me?" 

Luke tightened his anns. “WeH figure it out some 
other time." 

“No, Luke. No more" 

He bent down, kissing her mouth. Tm in love," 

“Don’t say that, There*s nothing for ns. You said it 
yourself. IVe been around too muctu Whatever I might 
have been. I’m no good now * 

“You’re wrong " 

“Do you know how many other men have had me?" 

“I don’t want to know. Everything starts from here. 
This is where we are. I’m not going to think. Don’t ask 
me why. I fust know this is what matters. If I lived 
forever but missed this, I wouldn’t have anything, Do 
you know what I’m trying to say " 

“You’re drunk, Tm Ben’s wife." 

“I know" 

“But you don’t know the way he owns me," 

“I don’t care." 

He smothered her mouth. His arms tightened and her 
breasts crushed against him, the nipples hard. There was 
a last frantic stripping of the shreds of her clothing. As 
he slid his fingers down» caressing the silken smoothness 
of thigh, of buttock, the supple motion of her loins lifted 
against him. She shivered, her hands pushing on his 
chest, her nails digging into his flesh. Breathing against 
his mouth, the tip of her tongue a darting flame, she 
struggled for a last moment, the curve of her stomadi 
twisting but, suddenly, surrendering, she let her whole 
body writhe voluptuously, 

“Luke," she gasped. She held the kiss, opening her 
mouth wide, and panting, her hips moving, turning 
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against him. She moaned, T^ow Tm ready, Lnlca. Nowr 
Her mouth tore away from his lips. The hurt of her 
teeth stung his shoulder. He took the convulsive an¬ 
guish, his muscles taut. She arched her back. The melt¬ 
ing flood of heat screamed in his arteries, the climactic 
moment clamped him, shook him. She breathed a soft 
little cry. Her arms relaxed. He kissed her tenderly- 
Xuke,"" she v^^hispered, 

^t’s all right,” he said, ^Everything is all right, Dar¬ 
lene.” 


After that, for a while, the reality of the night held 
apart. The thinking of Nora, of Ben and what was hap¬ 
pening to him and Darlene, was lost to Luke, He 
hoarded time, joyously savored the naked swimming— 
Darlene wet, sleek, gHttering. They drank the whiskey. 
They smoked and talked. And that was when she told 
him how she had grown up with an aunt and an uncle, 
the house part of a junk-littered auto-wrecking yard- 
When she had been sixteen, stiH in high school, the uncle 
had tried to get in bed with her. In the fight, she had 
smashed a chair over the old man^s head. He had fallen 
and injured his spine. The damage had left him partially 
paralyzed, for wWch the aunt blamed Darlene. She had 
made Darlene s life hell and so, when the chance had 
cx)me, Darlene had married Ben, 

She told Luke that Ben had stayed out on the west 
coast after being in the Army, “He got kicked out,” she 
said, didn't know that at first. There was a lot I didn't 
know, but Ben had a good thing going in the beginning. 
He spent his time in the bars along the waterfront in 
Crescent City and Eureka, There was always some fisher¬ 
man who had come in with a good load and made 
money, Ben gambled. If he couldn't make out that way, 
he got the money some other way. Then, later, he tend^ 
ed bar. He passed drunks off on me. About quitting time, 
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I took thrai up to our place, Wlien Ben walked in, he'd 
either roll the guy or shake him down. Then the police 
told Ben to get out of town, so we came here. The job 
at the Grotto didn't pan out, and Ben braced yom” She 
shruggei Tie saw you liked me." 

"So I was set up to be plucked?" 

"Yes" 

"Was that what you wantedr 
"No" 

"Why did you go along with Ben?" 

Darlene turned her head. “Ben has his wa>^ * 

"Such as?" 

“He's strong," she said. "He knows how to hurt. Ha 
likes it and there's no way to fight him." She paused. T 
don’t know how to say it, but he's different. Other peo* 
pie care about what will happen if they do something 
wrong, Ben doesn't If hurting me meant going to prison 
or even getting lolled, he’d hurt me anyway" Darlene 
let her voice trail off. She tossed her cigarette to the 
grass. "Let’s not talk about htai any more. Not now " 
Luke put his hands on her. He pulled her dose, clos¬ 
ing his fingers over her shoulders, looking down into 
her eyes. He wanted to look at her, to know why he felt 
the way he did about her, but the meaning was not the 
curved thrust of her breasts, not the parted warmth of 
her mouth. He bent down, kissing her, feeling the lift 
of her molding to him, yet what he wanted eluded him. 
He knew only she was eternal, a gift of creation, the 
one woman who would be all women to him. Then 
tenderly, breaking free, turning her mouth away from 
his lips, she pulled out of his arms, 

"No more, Luke. We’ve taken too much already" 
He argued, trying to hold the shell of the night togeth¬ 
er. At the same time, he knew she was right. Finally, 
helping each other, doing the best they could with her 
tom dress, the wetness of her hair, they gathered their 
things. In the pickup, he backed, turning, heading for 
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die liver road and then talcing the turn toward town, 
Neither said much. Darlene curled up on the seat, 
huddling against him. She closed her eyes and, on the 
flat, when he got back to her place, when he was pull¬ 
ing into the driveway to stop, he had to shake her to tell 
her she was home. 

She looked up. 

“Luke,” she whispered, *1 feel fresh. I feel good in¬ 
side.” 

He kissed her. He got out, walked around the truck, 
As he helped her do^, she held her high heels, her 
stockings, her purse and her bra in her hands. She leaned 
against Luke. They walked to die porch. She turned, the 
wet tangle of her dark hair pushed back from her cheeks. 

“You look like a kid,” Luke said. 

“I don't feel like one.” 

She lifted on her toes. He bent down to kiss her and, 
as he did the porch creaked. Luke jerked back from 
Darlene. He spun, looking up. A match flared. In the 
flickering glow, he saw Nora and her fath^. 
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JzM Stone lit his cigar. Exhaling as he leaned back in his 
swivel chalr^ he told Luke to sit down. 

T expect," he went on, “you don't fed so good diis 
morning." 

“That's for sure," Luke said* 

“How is Nora taking it?" 

Luke lit a dgarette. “I dotft know," ha said* *1 holed 
up in one of the empty rooms at the motd last ni^t and 
slept there. When Ben gave me your message, I ate at 
the Loggers Cafe and came right over here to your of¬ 
fice," 

“Does Ben know?" 

Luke shook his head, “Not unless you or Nora spoke 
to him," 

“We didn't" Jim studied the ash on his cigar. His white 
shirt wadded tightly under his fat arm, Smoke curled 
up through a shaft of morning sunshine that slanted in 
through the Venetian blinds, A truck thimdered past 
Footsteps pattered. Under the window, some kids were 
yelling back and forth. In the outer office, an adding ma¬ 
chine clattered and Jim shifted heavily. His chair 
squeaked. He pursed his mouth, pushing his lips in and 
out Double chins squeezed tiie collar of his shirt and, at 
last, going on softly, he said, “I told Nora to fust go to 
bed and let me talk thk out with you in the momxngt She 
took it pretty hard. But I manag^ to keep it from turn¬ 
ing into a fight last night and, naturally, 1 intend to keep 
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it from going any furtber." He tapped ashes into a glass 
ash tray. “Let’s say, as a beginning, that you were drunk." 

“I’d had a few drinks," Luke inhale^ hiding behind 
his cigarette. His eyes burned. He had tossed and turned 
all night. Coffee and toast at the cafe hadn’t helped 
much. Kidding with Mae, he had managed to bring his 
nerves under control. But the night with Darlene, the 
river darkness, the wet dinging of her body of her, still 
held the begging shape of reality. With it, there was ugli¬ 
ness too, that stunned moment when Nora had cursed, 
spitting in Darlene’s face. The shodc still hammered in 
his brain. He felt washed out, drained. Light crossed 
shadow on Jim Stone’s sweating face, and Luke stared. 

“No," Jim was saying. “You didn't just have a few 
drinks, Luke. You were drunk," 

“I guess so." 

Jim grunted, nodding. Cigar smoke spilled out of his 
mouth. 

“Last night,” Jim went on, “I tried to tell Nora a man 
had a certain amount of wild oats to sow," He grinned, 
motioning with his cigar, “HeH, I don’t pretend to be a 
sninf. I’m just like any other man. Tm not ashamed to 
say I get mine." He looked hard at Luke. “Around here 
that’s the only way to do. I ain’t saying who I pay. That’s 
my business." Jim’s blue eyes beld Luke’s brown ones. 
“Up to a certain point, what you do is your own business, 
too. If you wanted to have a little fun with a tramp like 
Darlene, it wouldn’t be wrong in itself. But getting 
caught is something else, Luke," Jim smoked thought¬ 
fully, *lt’s not a question of what you do, but whether 
you get away wiA it. Now, you did wrong, Luke. Be¬ 
cause you got caught." 

Luke did not deny it. 

“Walking out of the party, the way you did, was bound 
to upset Nora. She insisted on going down there to find 
you. When you weren’t there, she waited. Goddamn it, 
Luke, you should have thou^t of that” Jim shrugged. 
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*WeIl, we can't undo it But we sure as heU can see that 
it doesn't happen again.'* He leaned forward, resting his 
elbows on the desk. Tve been thinkiiig about it and IVe 
decided that youVe got to get rid of Ben. If necessary, 
m give him and Darlene a few dollars to get out of 
town.** Jim paused. “Then,” he went on slowly, “you 
straighten things out with Nora. She loves you* Shell 
listen. She doesn't want a divorce.” 

Luke stood up. In his head resounded a nagging beat, 
tbe echo of the harsh rasp of Jim Stone's voice. Jim had 
it all figured out Do it this way. When I say squat, you 
squat 

Luke walked to the window, He lifted the edge of the 
Venetian blinds. The hot brightness of the sun glared* 
Traffic tailed bumper to bumper. A woman with a gang 
of kids and a little ragged spaniel cut ectoss in front of 
a truck. Brakes squealed. Dust swirled with a gust of 
wind and, for an mstant, looking past tbe straggling line 
of false-fronted buildings across the highway, past the 
flag-fluttering service station and the flat windows of the 
Loggers Cafe to the gashed and scarred hills, the rutted 
slashing above the town, Luke saw the whole distance 
back. 

He saw the growing up, the ragged kid, dirty, bare- 
legged, skinny, He saw the old company house on the 
flat, the rotting chicken houses, and he saw his mother 
old at thirty, gaunt, tired, peddling eggs, walking heav- 
ily in an old pair of men's oxfords. Luke brealhed deep¬ 
ly, counting years, the old man stumbling up the steps, 
drunk on the porch, vomiting, cnirsing, gnmiblhig. Maybe 
they would have been better off dead but, at least, they 
had lived belonging to themselves. When somebody had 
yelled for the old man to squat, he had laughed and told 
them to go to heU. 

“Luke,” Jim said. 

Luke turned. 
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*1 guess,*' Jim went on, *you understood wlmt I was 
saying,** 

“Yes” Luke said "1 surely did" 

“No need to feel bad," Jim grinned around his dgar. 
“If there is one thing that never runs ou^ ifs a supply of 
cheap sluts. Remember, all of them come with the same 
equipment No use wasting any more time talking about 
Darlene, You fust fire Ben and ITl take care of the rest" 
“Maybe it won't be Riat easy " 

Jim raised his eyebrows, “Go on, Luke" 

Luke said slowly, "For one thing, Ben has already 
threatened to blackmail me over Darlene " 

“I thought you said he didn't know about last ni^iL" 
“That wasn't the first tima" 

Jim settled back in his chair, smoking while Luke 
talked. Then, after Luke had told what there was to tell, 
Jim grunted angrily* “You mean you let that smooth bas¬ 
tard rob you?" 

“I guess you could say that" Luke fumbled for his cig¬ 
arettes, He lit one but he didn't add anything to what he 
had already said. What was the use? Last night he had 
figured to get his mon^ back in trade. He dicM't want to 
think about it because whatever it had started out to be, 
rape, taking, being paid, it hadn't ended that way. His 
mouth flamed with the memory of Darlene's kisses. 
Knowing he had to say something, Luke knew there 
wasn't anything true he could say. 

Love? 

He hit the word, the whisper of it turning the rim of 
his mind. She was in die lovely tawniness, the naked 
shadows, the soft press of her hands seeking, the plead¬ 
ing crush of h^ breasts pressing. She was life, the flow 
of warmth, the melting flood, the depth of submission, 
the conquering sweetness, and with die hard pound of 
thinking blurring in his eyes, Luke closed a circle. 
Love? 

Darlene? 
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He took his cigarette out of his mouth. His hand shook 
but then, lealiziDg he had to hold on, he got a on 
his shaky nerves. Stiffly he forced a smile. Moving, he 
took the chair in front of Jim's desk again. 

Jim went on relentlessly. "You must have known you 
had to do something. You couldn't just go on letting Ben. 
rob you " Jim's jet of cigar smoke was a gesture of dis¬ 
gust. "I can't understand you. Goddamn it, Luke. Tve 
done everything in the world for you. When you came 
back from the service, you didn't have a dime. Now look 
at you. You've got a hell of a big equity in a fine motel 
You've got a new house. Why in hell would you risk it 
all for a two-bit whore? God, if you had to have a little 
variety you could have spent a few dollars on Mae over 
at the Loggers Cafe. She charges plenty but it's 
worth—" Jim paused. "I didn't mean to say tiiat, but—" 
He shrugged. Ttt doesn't matter. It's true." 

"Mae?" 

"Why not" 

"Wi& you?" 

"My money is fust as good as any other money* Jim 
brushed aside the subject with a wave of his hand. He 
rolled his cigar in his mouth and then, a cautious note 
creeping into his voice, he said, "I want to get to the 
bottom of this, Luke. How do you feel about Darlene?" 

Tm not sure " 

"You're not going to tell me youVe fallen in love with 
a trampr 

Luke held his breath. Mustn't get mad, he told him¬ 
self. Anyway, words can't hurt her. Can't hurt me either. 
To hell with him- 

"WeU?" 

"I told you I wasn't sure," Luke said, 

"That's not much of an answer." Jim narrowed his 
eyes. Carefully, scraping the hot ash on the sides of the 
^ass tray, he put his cigar out. Then, leaning back, 
locking his hands behind his head, he said, "It took a 
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long time for Nora to find out she waited to get ms^ 
ried, I had to raise her. Her mother died when Nora was 
Just a baby and^ Luke^ let me tell you something. I don’t 
want Nora hurt Understand?* 

T don’t think you’re in this^ Jim** 

"Tm in* And fm telling you that maniage is more 
than merely having a woman, Luke, Every man wants 
to be somebody. Face it Now, I’m not trying to buy you 
—Fm simply pointing out that with Nora youVe got a 
lot Of course, I do hold the deeds, A missed payment 
could mean you’d end up having to let me take over ihe 
motel and, if it went so far, the house too * 

Luke wanted to tell Jim to go to heE He wanted to 
kiss everything o£^ to belong to himself. Yet he held Ms 
tongue. With all the bills he had owing, tii© way he’d 
got extended with the addition at the motel, Luke loaew 
he couldn’t manage if Jim dedded to puU the rug. And 
Jim was ri^t, Luka admitted it. He didn’t vs^t to end 
up with nothing. Being somebody meant too much* Be¬ 
ing a motel owner in Slate Junction beat walking, drift¬ 
ing, working for somebody, but there was no mistddng 
Jim’s meaning, either, Luke sweated. U he ever tried to 
walk out on Nora he was through^ He remembered get¬ 
ting out of the Navy, remembered the rooming houses, 
the thin beers in u^y neighborhood bars. He didn’t want 
that life again* And whether he liked it or no^ Jim was 
ri^t; Darlene had been used plenty. Luke held titi© 
thought hard* He didn’t have to wreck his hfe for her. He 
remembered the quick shifts of mood, the yielding turn- 
tng to flat disinterest, even hostility. No, he couldn’t take 
a chance. He wasn’t sure it was lova Brides, she was 
married. Why should he risk smashing his life? She sura 
as hell hadn’t mentioned leaving Ben, 

TTes,* Jim broke in, T want you to oonrider evety- 
thing, Luke. Leaving Ncn-a would be a mi^ty expen¬ 
sive proposition. But even apart from that, admittmg 
money isn’t everything, I think you’d be makmg a mis- 
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take. Nobody falls in love. Ifs something you build from 
day to day. Don't be a fool,*' 

Luke looked up, "I didn’t say anything about leaving 
Nora." 

“Of course you didn't YouVe got too much sense, 
Luke, But" Jim contiiiued, “there’s no use thinking you 
can go on fooling with this woman. With Ben knowing, 
you’re already in trouble ” Jim paused. “Of course, I 
think I can take care of that all right" 

“Howr 

“If you have enough money, Luke, you can fust about 
do anything. Ifs something for you and Nora to remem¬ 
ber. I won’t live forever. You two will come into a good 
deal of money.” Jim beamed, standing up, coming around 
the desk to dap his hand over Luke’s shoulder. “We all 
have times when we feel like kicking over the traces. 
But it doesn’t work out that way, Luke, Hell, in two or 
three years, you won’t even remember Darlene’s name.” 
He dropped his arm, following Luke to the door, “Any¬ 
way, now that you know, if you get feeling you have to 
let oflE a little steam, go see Mae. She doesn’t do it as a 
regular business but she makes a very pleasant evening. 
I'll speak to her one of these times and, remember, once 
you’ve paid your money, that’s the end. No fuss.” 
“Maybe Nora wouldn’t like that either.” 

“She’d never know.” Jim reached for the knob. “Don't 
forget, Luke, Ifs not what you do. It’s being able to get 
away with it.” He chuckled “Now that we understand 
each other, Im sure this will him out all right” 

“Yes,” Luke said. “I see what you mean." 
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Luke got through the rest of &b momnig in a numbed 
trance. His was the merciful lack of pain that comes with 
shock. He had a hard time connecting what was happen¬ 
ing to him with the glare of sun, noise» kids, traffic, the 
high whine of the saw at the mill At the Loggers Cafe, 
having coffee, he said the usual things to Mae but, all 
the time, watching the white uniform dress hugging the 
curve of her hips, he thought nakedness, dkfy mon^^ 
Jim’s fat mouth and sweafy hands. 

Mae smiled. 

*What s the matter, Luke?* 

“Nothing, Mae. You’re a sweetheart" 

Later, at die motel, Maria complained because he had 
been gone so long. She had too much to do. She couldn’t 
make up the rooms and watch the desk at the same time. 
The yard man had come kte, H© was only now getting 
ready to wash down the parkmg spaces. Joe Stevens, 
the contractor who was to do the grading and lay the 
foundations for the additional units, had been telephon¬ 
ing. 

Maria shrugged. “I do not know what to say " 

Luke told her not to worry. He asked how she was 
getting along at home, Manuel was still lonely for Me3d~ 
CO. He spent the days drinking, playing his guitar and 
waiting for Maria to come home so she could do the 
cooking. 
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“But I have a good job," Maria smiled T want him 
happy.*" 

“That's nice for him.* 

Maria nodded. 

“For me too. Every week I save. Pretty soon we go 
home and then, in Merico, we have house and many 
children.* 

“Maria, sometimes I think you're out of your mind* 
“Why? I have love. If I have it, I am glad for it Whal 
more is there to get?* 

Luke lit a cigarette. “You really believe that?* 
“Shouldn't I?* 

Luke dodged the answer. Doing the books, making 
up the bank deposit, calling Stevens, delaying the job 
and leafing through the accumulation of unpaid bills, he 
worked off the surface of his mind. When Buddy showed 
up after walking into town, Luke let him talk. Mostly, 
Buddy had Rosie going around in his peanut head He 
told about watching her get dressed 
“I got a place in the back. I can see through there and 
watcL* 

“Buddy, she'll fix you good* 

“I m careful, Luke.* 

“Youd better be * 

“Sure. I’m going to do something nice so HI have me 
a woman to take when we go up in the mountains. How 
about that, Luke?” 

“Buddy,” Luke said. “You just go ahead and do what¬ 
ever you damned please.* 

“Okay, Luke.* 

Buddy rode to the bank and back with Luke. Then the 
dwarfed creature took a hand at helping the yard man. 
Moe didn't like it but Buddy helped anyway. Early ar¬ 
rivals began to check in. Maria went home to make lunch 
for ManueL When she returned, Luke took his pickup 
and drove to the house. 

He wasn't going to smash everything. He had better 
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sense. Jim didn’t have to worry. Nora didn’t have to 
worry, either. Luke used the thoughts like stone blocks, 
building a walL I won’t flunk about Darlene. Goddamn 
it, she’s only a wranan; nothing special, maybe kind of 
beautiful, but Nora has plenty of looks. I’ll do just what 
Jim said. ITl get rid of Ben. Once he and Darlene ate 
out of town, m forget In two or three years, I won't 
even remember her name. Fll be all rl^t At the hous^ 
I won’t fight ni just sit fliere and let Nora get it out of 
her system. 

He managed pretty well, too. After flie first dhilled 
silence, Nwa hit all Ae stops. Even after he said he had 
talked to her father and straightened things out she ran 
the scale from bitter swearing to shrill, scolding rage. 

“Nora,” Luke said patientiy. “There’s no use talktog 
like that It^s over. I was drunk." 

“Are you going to see her dg£dn?" 

“No." 

“Are you getting rid of Ben?" 

“Yes.” 

She clenched her hands. Her tone changed completely. 

“Luke, why did you go to her? Please, Luke. TeU me 
why.” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Did you pay her?” 

He walked to the door. "Well talk about it Mer.” 

“I hope she goes to hdl” 

Luke marched out Nora screamed, yelling fca: him to 
come back but he crossed to the pickup. He drove into 
town. At the Grotto, he had two drinks. Mike’s wife liras 
tending bar. She asked about Nora. Then she wanted to 
know how he was getting along with Ben and Darlene. 

“Fine,” Luke said. ^ 

"Ben was going to work here, you know. I guess he’s 
all right It’s that wife of his I couldn’t stand. I wouldn’t 
trust her as far as I could throw this building. Anyway, 
from what I hear, she has quite a reputation over on the 
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coast. Well, I didn't want part of her around Milca. 
A man would be a fool to get mixed up with a tramp like 
that but,” she finished sourly, ""most men ain*t got any 
sense. You know what I mean?” 

Luke didn't want to argue. Ha didn’t want to talk 
about Darlene, either. Before the old lady could get go¬ 
ing again, he left. He walked around the comer to the 
state liquor store, bought two pints of whiskey and car¬ 
ried them to the pidcup, Sun burned down on him. A 
logging tmck rumbled past. Two teen-aged girls in 
skimpy halters and tight shorts came out of the drug 
store. Leaning against the side of a battered old Ply¬ 
mouth, two men in logging boots and khakis stared at 
the girls. And then Luke saw Darlene. 

She waited, finally coming toward him when the 
stream of traflBc broke at the light Her low-necked and 
sleeveless dress, pink cotton today, fluttered about hor 
legs. She lifted a hand, shielding her eyes from the glare. 
In the hard-packed dirt of the highway shoulder, a 
crushed beer can glittered. Her spiked heels glittered too, 

“Luke?” 

He glanced over his shoulder. The two men beside die 
old Plymouth were eyeing Darlene, looking her up and 
down but, getting her into the pickup, Luke ignored 
them. He backed around, shifting, turning at the bridge 
to drive out the river road again. The pickup joltei 
Dust lifted. A bluejay screamed, swooping across the 
road, and then as he slowed, getting out his cigarettes, 
Darlene broke the silence. 

“I had to see you.” 

He handed her a dgarette and lit one for himself. 
“Were you at the motel?” 

“Yes.” 

“Did you talk to Maria?” 

“No, I saw Buddy. He said you wouldn’t be back so I 
started walking home.” 

“Well,” Luke said, “Buddy lied. He doesn't like you ” 
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He told her a little about Buddy, A car passed in a 
cloud of dust and then he swung off toward the river, 
driving down the old skid road to the dearing they had 
been at the night before. He stopped, turning to look at 
Darlene. The bruise where he had hit her was a faint 
smudge high on her cheek, “Remember this place?*' 
“Yes.” 

“Darlene,” he said, "I didn't intend to see you again,” 
“I know ” 

“You know?” 

She nodded. “That was why I had to find you. Your 
father-in-law came to the house to talk to Ben. Besides 
saying you didn't want to see me, he said Ben was fired.” 

Luke cursed sofdy. The old man took over every¬ 
thing. It was the old carrot-and-stick routine. The carrot 
was the old man s money. In the end, all he had would 
belong to Luke and Nora. The stick was the keeping in 
line, never bucking the old man, always being grateful— 
not getting sore because the house, the business and all 
the other property really belonged to the old man still, 
Goddamn him, Luke thought, the least he could have 
done was let me fire Ben myself. To hell with it. Why 
pretend? I'm not really anybody, myself. I'm just Jim 
Stone's son-in-law. Everybody knows where the dough 
comes from and I'm not kidding anybody, either. Even 
Maria knows Jim is really the boss. 

“Luke” Darlene whispered, “Jim offered to pay Ben 
to get out of town,” 

“How did Ben take that?” 

“He said he had to see you &rst.” She paused, smoking 
silently. “Luke,” she said, "I don't want to go ” 
“Darlene—” 

“I love you,” 

Luke boiled. “Listen,” he said, after a while. “Every¬ 
body is entitled to make a fool out of himself at least 
once—but you don’t think Fm going to keep it up, do 
you? For God's sake, Darlene^ I'm old enough to be 
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able to take the trutib. You got me down to your place in 
the beginning so Ben could swing a little blackmail, 1 
don’t know what you call yourself but, around here, 
when a woman peddles it, we call her a whore.” Beach¬ 
ing across her, he took one of the pints out of the glove 
compartment. The whiskey went down raw. He wiped 
his hand across his mouth, going on, talking about that 
first night, swearing at her, re minding her he knew she 
had latCT told Ben everything. “Anyway," he finished, “I 
wasn’t the first one. This is an old story with you and 
Ben." 

“We talked about Brat” 

“I remember.” 

"You said it didn't matter. You said you loved me.” 

“That was last ni^t” 

"We’re still the same two people.” 

“No.” He gulped another drink, “Tm Nora’s husband. 
Jim Stone’s son-in-law. Tve had my kicks. Jim has de¬ 
cided to overlook them. Nora will recover. In a couple 
of months everything will be back to normal.” He 
gritmed crookedly. “In a couple rrf years I won’t even 
remember }rour name.” 

“You believe tbat?” 

“Yes, I do ” 

“Then why did you drive me out here to toe river?" 

“Tm not suE^" Luke said slowly. “Maybe Fm trying to 
prove something.” 

“Whatr 

“That toeieV no woman on earth who can mean toat 
mudi.” Angrily he kidced the door open. When he 
stepped down, she got out too. Sunlight dappled toe 
grass. There was a flattened square where their blanket 
had been spread. Luke stared at it and toen at Darlene. 
"Yes, by God,” he said harshly. “I want to get it so Ill 
never forget. You’re nobody, a cheap slut, a whore, a 
prostitute a tramp.” He took a deep breath. “How many 
men have you slept with?" 
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“Does it matter?^ She stood straight, the lift ol her firm 
breasts rising and falling. A breath of wind swirled the 
circle of her skirt and with a crazy kind of ugliness twist¬ 
ing in his mind, Luke stripped her with his eyes, think¬ 
ing mJcedness under her dress, nakedness and the 
slimness of her legs. His fingers burned, damp, hot as 
they had been hot over the flat of her stomach and the 
smooth turn of her hips. He clenched his fists. She was 
just one more woman. Jim was right Mae or any oth^ 
stray would do just as weD. He moved close. 

“AD right,"' he said hoarsely. “TeD me. It ojuldn't have 
been only a dozen or so. You must have laid up with a 
whole heD of a lot more than that Well, go on,"" he 
yeDed, "Tell me.*" 

“I don’t know.*' 

“Didn’t you count them?“ 

“Some things you don’t count, Luka" 

“Well, you must have kept track of the money. Every¬ 
body knows how their business is doing. SeD a Dttle and 
ring it up on the cash register. Or did Ben do the books?" 
“Luke," she whispered, “can’t you stop?" 

“Why should I?" 

“I don’t want to remember" 

He grabbed her shoulders. He went on brutally. He 
mocked her, askiag if she expected h fin to beDeve Ben 
had forced her to be nothing but a prostitute. 

She shook her head helplessly. “Don’t you know there 
are ways you can make people do anything? Dirty, mean 
and cruel ways. Do you want me to teU you how he—" 
Her voice broke. She shuddered. “Oh, heD, what’s the 
difference? Tm Ben’s wife. AD thk was nothing, A dream. 
I was the fool. I beDeved, For once in my life I believed." 
She caught her breath. “Love... Do you understand, 
Luke? I thought I’d found it Isn’t that a laugh? Me, 
Anybody’s girl. Just give me a push. Second-hand goods," 
She closed her eyes, “Oh, God," she moaned. "Oh, God* 
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Oh, God. Why did it have to happen to me? I didn't 
want iL Luke, I swear to God, 1 didn't want it.’* 

That was when be broke. 

The tears, maybe. He reached out to wipe them from 
her cheek with his fingers. Then he was kissing her. 

"You do love me, Luke?" 

“I—Tm not sure." 

"I love you, Luke,” she said. 

He felt the soft touch of her fingers sliding inside his 
shirt 

“Do it to me, Luke." 

“Now?" 

"Yes. We can go swumning, Luke." 

“I don’t know.” 

“Why, Luke?" 

"listen, Darlene. X came here to tell you this was 
over. It’s no good. My God, Tve called you every ugly 
nantft jn the book. I want you to hate me. 1 want you to 
let me alone.” 

"I can’t Luke.” 

“Don’t lie, Darlene. Things like this don’t just happen. 
Tve got a wife. You’ve got a husband. We’re heading 
nowhere." 

“I love you.” 

*1 don’t believe you.” 

"You love me and I love you.” 

The fingers were teasing his thews. His loins crawled 
with desire. He dutdied her. 
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12 

Mama glanced at the clock. “Is late ” she said. “I wait 
long but you do not com© back. Because Buddy helped, 
I rented already to seven people but I have no tune to 
work in the laundry room. Now I must go home before 
Manuel is angry " 

Luke spread his hands apologetically, 

“I got held up. I*m sony. It wont happen again.* 

She gathered up her things while Luke went over ih© 
registrations and counted the cash. After she initialed 
the sheet, she left Luke lit a cigarette, remembering. 
The sun warmth came back, the hot clinging sweetness 
of Darlene's mouth. He held the fierceness again, the sav¬ 
age hugging of her arms around h^ neck, the breaking 
of that moment when the hate had suddenly oumbleih 
Luke inhaled, die reflection of the sun on the office 
windows glaring in his eyes. He must have been crazy. 
Damn it, he had gotten it all said. The back of his shirt 
clung damply to his shoulders. Why hadn't he shoved 
her away instead of giving in? He hit the edges of the 
question. Do I believe her? He teted her tears again. 
He heard the breaking whisper of her voice, the way she 
had moaned, sobbing that she wished it hadn't hap¬ 
pened to her. 

Luke leaned on the desk. Tm out of my mind. Tm 
married. This can't go on. Wasn't that what he had meant 
to hammer into her head. You’re nothing, I can do witii- 
out you. Only it hadn’t worked out- 
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The circle blurred, shadows holding her again, the 
slim creamy light, the supple nakedness in deep water, 
the hungry curving, her hair wet, black over her shoul¬ 
der, a river bird crying and the hard crush of her sleek, 
clinging. 

Outside a car pulled up at the entrance. The man 
stayed behind at the wheel A fat woman in a wrinkled 
blue dress came in. 

*We’re looking for a place to stay * She pursed her 
mouth. TDo you have a double?*" 

Tres,*" Luke said. TLike to see it?*" 

^ow much?* 

Luke glanced at his registrations. T have Number 
Twelve, a unit at the back* It’s very nice. Twin beds * 
"How much?* 

“Are you staying only the night?* 

"Yes * she said. "Well take a run up to the caves * She 
paused. “If we stay,* 

“The room,* Luke said, “is usually nine-fifty* He 
paused, watching the lady stiffen warily. “But,* he went 
on mioothly, “we would like you to be sure and stay to 
see the caves. I think I could make you a spedal price 
and let you have die room for eight dollars.* 

The woman mulled it over. She waddled out to taDc 
to her husband. In the end, after looking at the rocnn, 
they took it Luke filed registration card and, a 
moment later, Buddy came into the office. He had been 
helping the people in Eight with the TV set. He had 
also had a shot of whiskey and he wobbled a little. 
“Where you been, Luke?* 

“I got held up.* 

“Was you home, Luke?* 

“Sure,* Luke lied. “I was at the house.* 

“Did you talk to Nora about going up to the moun¬ 
tains?* 

“I don’t think she wants to go,* 
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*Trou always said she did*** 

T guess I was wrong, 

Buddy scowled* 
we re going?** 

TListen» Buddy* I don't want to talk about it* Any¬ 
way,” Luke added impatiently, ""you never did get a girl** 

“I got Rosie*" 

"Oh, for Gods sakes, shut up" Luke stopped. “I'm 
sorry* Forget it, Buddy. Well work it out" 

“I mean—I'm going to get her ” 

"Sure, Buddy,” Luke said midessly. *Tfou go ahead 
and work on that.” 

Buddy nodded, muttering to himself* Two or fliree 
times, swaggering around after Luke, Buddy went off in 
a string of curses, saying by God he'd show Rosie a few 
things and, a httle later, when Ben came, instead of 
staying. Buddy scuttled down the drive to hitch a ride 
home on a logging truck* 

Luke was prepared for trouble, but Ben seemed calm 
enough. Grinning easOy, he followed Luke into the of¬ 
fice. 

“I don't know if that litRe screwball is good for busi¬ 
ness or not,” Ben said, referring to Buddy* Light cut 
shadows along the lines of his face. A kind of hard 
shrewdness glittered in his eyes. He smiled with his 
mouth, and changed his tune abruptly. “I was told you 
wanted to fire me,” 

Luke waited. 

"As a matter of fact ” Ben went on, "fim Stone had a 
talk with me. Seems Jim is upset about you and Dar¬ 
lene.” 

Luke breathed deeply. He was filled with Darlene. 
Behind his eyes, he held the craziness of shadows, the 
way it had been at the river only a little while ago, the 
tawny pulsating warmth of Darlene slippery wet, he cup¬ 
ping the lift of her breasts as her lips whispered against 
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his mouth. Luke bad to to keep seeing Ben. How 
do you talk to a man just after making love to his wife? 
Luke lifted his hands. Carefully, struggling to keep his 
fingers steady, he lit a cigarette for himself. 

T know how my faiher-in-law feels about Darlene," 
Luke said cautiously. "But what about you, B 01 P" 

“I don’t figure I got any worries." 

"What if I told you I was in love with Darlene?" 

Ben answered readily, “I always say there isn’t ai^r- 
thing that can't be worked out Now, Stone told me I 
was fired and offered me five hundred dollars to take 
Darlene and get out of town. I didn’t want to commit 
myself b^ore seeing you. First place, I didn’t tbinlf you’d 
want to let me haul off Darlene. Second place, five hun> 
dred dollars didn't seem Ifice much." Ben sat down on a 
chair. "1 figured either you or old Jim had a lot more 
money lying around." 

“You mean to sell Darlene to the highest bidder?" 

"Luke," Ben drawled. “There ain’t no call to get nasty. 
After all, I’m the one getting hurt. Darlene is my wife." 

"1 don't think she will be long." 

“Nor 

"Not yet. But," Luke went on grimly, “don’t try to 
steadily. “I intend to get a divorce. I’ve t^ed it out with 
Darlene, I saw her this afternoon. She's going to leave 
you, Ben." 

“To marry you?" 

“Yes." 

Ben uncoiled from the chair. He stood up strai^t and 
said he guessed, then, that he wasn't fired. 

“Not yet But” Luke went on grimly, "don’t try to 
rob me again. For every room rented, I want the money 
and a registration card.” 

Ben smiled. 

"Luke," he said. "I ain’t admitting a thing but even if 
I did pick up a few dollars on the side, you can quit 
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wonying. You must have figured out 1 ain’t interested in 
anything smalL” 

“You son of a bitdi 

Ben’s eyes narrowed* Xuke^’’ he whispered. Tm story 
you said that.” 
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13 

He let the Idtchen door swing shut behind him. The 
latch clicked. 

“Luker 

Nora moved in the doorway between the Idtchen and 
the dining room. A soft slant of dying sun painted red 
tints in her sleek blond hair. Her high heels clicked on 
the linoleum floor. Her blue skirt swayed with die fluid 
motion of her hips. 

"Xuke,*’ she said again. 

He watched her, waiting, as she walked to him. She 
lifted her face. The soft cut of her white blouse let him 
see nakedness. She put her hands on his arms. Her fin¬ 
gers were slim and hot. They trembled 
“It s been a long day, Luke.” 

He nodded, remembering the shrill hate she had 
screamed earlier. Her voice stayed low and soft 
“IVe done a lot of thinking,” 

“So have I, Nora ” 

He started to go on but she stopped him, “I don't want 
to talk about her ” 

“WeVe got to, Nora.*' 

“No, Luke. Not now, I want to forget* 

“We can't.” 

“Please, Luke, Give me ftiis night. Tm your wife* 
She caught her breath. Her fingers tightened. “Be nice. 
Tm pleading, Luke. I don't have any pride left but don't 
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hurt me now. Talce me somewhere, Luke. Buy me a 
drink. Give me a chance.*' 

He tried to tell her it was no good. He found himself 
»a1fing her to the Grotto, where they argued. Lat» th^ 
went to the Loggers and had something to eat Mae 
served them without a word. Finally, when they got 
home, Luke carried in the full pint from tibe glove com¬ 
partment of the pickup. In the kitchen, he emptied a 
tray of ice cubes into a bowl. Nora asked for mixer and 
he took that to the bedroom too, 

“I don’t get it,” he said. "You never drank before.” 

Tm drnddng now.” 

Luke mixed bi^balls. They smoked cigarettes. He 
tried to say he wanted a divorce but she shook her head 
stubbornly. 

“Nora,” he ydled, “for God’s sake, listen.” 

“Na” 

He drained his glass and rubbed his hand across his 
eyes. They were both a little drunk. The lamplight 
threw crossed shadows. On the dresser, beside the pint, 
the bottle of mixer glittered. Moisture sweated on the 
bowk Outside, a car passed, 

“Make love to me, Luke.” 

*We’ve gone over that Tve tried to tell you it’s fin¬ 
ished.” 

Nora put her glass down. “Luke," she said. Tm just 
as good as she is.” 

“Stop it.” 

Tve got everything she has.” 

“I won’t talk about it” 

She shrugged, and walked to the living room. The hi-fl 
went on softly. She came back, 

“Make me another drink, Luke.” 

"You ve had enough.” 

“AH ri^t,” she said. "Watch.” 

She faced him, deliberately taking her blouse off. 
Reaching back, she undid her bra. It dropped to the 
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floor. The red-shaded light flung heat on (he firm naked¬ 
ness of her breasts. She unfastened her skirt. Wriggling, 
she stepped out of it and then, turning as she sat down 
on the edge of the bed, stretching her long slim leg, she 
bent over, undohig her stockings. The filmy nylon slipped 
to the carpet. 

“Am I pretty, Luke? You know I’m juicy and pretty." 

He didn’t answer and she stood again, loosening her 
blond hair. It fell softly over her bare shoulders. She 
twisted, pushing her hands down. The last silken thin¬ 
ness slid over her hips. 

"Luke." 

He stared at her. 

“Get me drunk, Luke^" 

“No." 

"I’ll do anything for you." 

“No.” 

“Please, Luke." 

“No.” 

“Don’t you want me?” 

“I tried to tell you. It’s over.” 

She moved, swaying. The red reflections from the 
lamp rippled. Her breath whispered, begging. The tips 
of her fingers slid inside his shirt and lifting, (he crush of 
her pressing hard, she put her head back. The thick 
waves of her blond hair fell warmly. Her lips parted. 

“Luke.” 

“I don’t want it.” 

"Yes, you do.” She fumbled with his buttons. Her 
hands were hot. His sldn burned. “Hurry,” she pleaded. 
“Hurry, Luke, Please hurry,” 

He held the breathless echo of those words in his as¬ 
tounded mind. He had never heard them from her be¬ 
fore. In his arms, she gave aD the petting, the teasing, 
the yielding, the turning savage. Her hair flared golden 
lit with shimmering red, but squeezed in his fists, she 
was never that flowing river of passion that could whirl- 
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pool to heaven. Her cry of surrender wasn^ tom from 
her throat It was put there, and the hugging tightness 
of her arms, the snaking fire of her tongue, were added 
in purposefully. It was as if she had read a book on what 
she was supposed to do. He could sense her trying nobly 
but even at the final moment he could not force her to 
let go. The breaking whimper was part of the show but 
she was still pretending when he turned her out of his 
arms. 

“Luke,” she whispered. “It was wonderful” 

“Don’t lie.” 

“I’m not lying.” 

"The beD you’re not.” He was staring up at the ceiling 
while his words came hard, jagged. “I don’t get it For 
you it’s wrong. Counterfeit Fake.” 

“No.” 

“Stop it, Nora. I know. You take it and make it rotten. 
You take it and make it wrong. I don’t want pretend¬ 
ing. I don’t want to feel that you’re doing me some kind 
of a favor.” 

“Shut up.” 

“No.” 

She got up on her elbow and stared down at him, 

“Luke,” she screamed. “Shut up.” 

“Don’t you like the truth?” 

“Damn it,” she yelled. "What do you care? Didn’t you 
get what you wanted?” 

“No.” 

Luke sat up, swinging his legs over the side of the 
bed. He felt grog®^ with alcohol. light flecked in his 
eyes. He lifted his aim, running his fingers through the 
sweaty tangle of his hair and, when Nora yelled again, 
asking what he meant by insulting her, he laughed. 

“Oh, hell,” he said. “What’s the use? You’d never un¬ 
derstand the difference between love and being indecent. 
It’s aD the same to you, something that has to be done.” 

“Luke.” She crawled behind him, sliding her bare 
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aims over Hs shoulders. The warmth of her begged earn¬ 
estly. She squeezed, “Come back^ Luke, Ill tiy again, 
ITl leam." 

He shook her off. “Goddamn it,** he said, “Stop talking 
about it the way you talk about making me a sandwich 
or getting me a cup of coffee/ 

“How else can I say it?" 

“That's for you to figure out. To some women/ he 
went on acidly, “it comes natural" 

Nora cursed, a blunt four-letter word sputtering out 
of her. She got to her knees, crouching on the bed, 

“I suppose you re talking about Darlene. I have every¬ 
thing that cheap bitch has/ 

“Sure/ he said. “Tm not arguing/ 

“Where are you going?" 

“Nora," he said softly, “I honest to God don’t know/ 
He started to get dressed but then she was whispering 
wildly, talking ugly about what they had done. Her voice 
lifted, edging shrillness and, finally, whirling, he jammed 
his fists into her hair fordng her head back. He yelled, 
“Shut up. You're sick. I don't want to listen to you any 
more," 

He let go. Rage drained out of him. A drum thudded 
in his bead. The years counted themselves, the argu¬ 
ments, the begging fights, the straggle to have her, the 
fordng all the still times when they had lain apart, 
and instead of goodness the silence of frustration. Well, 
to hell with it. Life was too short Besides, after all the 
pleading, aU the grudging giving, neither of them had 
anything. She felt ravished, used, dirtied in soma twisted 
way and he felt she only wanted a husband, a man for 
show, in the same way she had a house and furniture. 
He was her symbol, the walking, talking extension of 
her wedding ring. He squeezed his eyes, wiping his hand 
across his face. He couldn't explain. He knew. All the 
words in the world couldn't say one single damned thing 
that would mean anything to her. They were in two 
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different worlds but, suddenly, the breath of Darlene 
crossed his mind, he hit truth. Love was like finding a 
diamond in die dirt. It wouldn't happen again in a mil¬ 
lion years. He had this one chance. He would not let It 
shp. 

“Luke, don’t go.” 

She rose from the bed. She stood behind him, slipping 
her arms around his neck. 'When he reached up, break¬ 
ing her grip, her nails clawed viciously across his shoul¬ 
der. *1 won't let you go.” 

He whirled as she raked his back. Stinging streaks of 
pain burned raw. He knocked her sprawling. As she fell, 
the ntiair crashed over but, when he bent down, reach¬ 
ing to help her, she fou^t like a wildcat, biting slashtag 
at his face. He stepped back tripping on the chair, losing 
bis balance. 

When he fell, his head hit hard. Blood wet his hair. 
Li^t exploded but when she crouched over him, kneel¬ 
ing, her legs spread, straddling his body he lashed out 
instinctively. The thud of his fist pounded the flat curve 
of her stomach. She sobbed, hammering with denched 
hands, beating crazily at his face. He fait her again and 
she twisted gulping, breathing in big sucking gasps. 

“Nora,” he yelled, struggling against the numbing pain 
fTiat blurred his eyes. She squirmed back, twisting wedy, 
the slipperiness of perspiration sliding under his hands. 
Her ^es were wild, her hair tangled. She moaned like a 
crazed animal and to keep her from scratching his face 
to ribbons, he struck savagely. 

The smacking drive of his fist slammed her back. Luke 
got to his knees. Still dazed, the room spin for him, 
swrmg back and forth. He saw her lips stained with 
blood. Pain shrieked in his head but she still gouged, 
clawed. He hit her again. She sobbed, cowering. “Luke.” 

He blinked, the sound of his name jolting him back to 
sanity. He grabbed the bed to pull himself up but she 
crawled, hugging her arms around his legs. He closed 
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his fist in her hair but, suddenly as he shoved back her 
head, he saw the begging of desperation sick in her eyes. 

“Hurt me Luke.'^ 

*Tou re out of your 

Tlit me. Beat me, Luke.** 

He tightened his fingers in the tangled mass of her 
hair. She shivered, moaning, fighting to hold to him. 

“More,** she pleaded. “Make me forget” 

“Damn you.” 

“No, Luke.” 

“You re sick.” 

“No, I want to be good for you ” 

“Get away from me ” Luke yelled, staring at her and, 
with his shoulder muscles set hard, the clenching of his 
fingers deep in the thickness of her hair, he jerked her, 
flinging her away from him. 

“Luke,” She got to her knees with her back to the 
dresser. The nakedness of her breasts rose and fell as 
she gasped for breath. She lifted her face. 

“Now, Luke.” 

“No” 

She crawled up, “ITl do anything.” 

“No.” 

She started toward him but when he slapped her hard 
across the face, she went back against the dresser. 

“Nora,” he said. “I don t want you Hke this.” He rubbed 
his hand across his eyes. His fingers touched the sticky 
warmth of blood. “My God,” he went on starkly. “Do 
you think beating you passes for love?” 

“I want you to hurt me ” 

“No,” he said. “YouVe got something dirty in that mind 
of yours but I don't want it. Get somebody else to whip 
you, if lliat*s what you think you need,” 

“No. You don't mean that” 

“The hell I don't” 

She stared, the golden tangle of her hair clothing her 
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naked shotrlders. Shadows curved the damp sheen of 
her rosy body. Darloiess bruised where he had bit her, 
would be good» Luke ” 

“I don’t want it that way."^ 

Her eyes narrowed, the craziness fading as she pressed 
back. Behind her, on the dresser, the pint, the bottle of 
mixer, the bowl of ice, all glinted with the low glow of 
the reddish light. 

"I can’t do anything to keep you?" 

Luke said. **You can’t" 

“I suppose this means you’re going to ask me for a di* 
vorce" 

“That’s what Tve been trying to tell you." 

^ou want to be with that whore?" 

Luke shrugged. 

“Well," Nora screamed, “answer me " 

“All right" Luke said. “If you’re talking about Dar¬ 
lene, the answer is yes " 

“Do you think Ben wiU let her go?" 

“It won’t be up to him " Luke took a deep breath- 
The ache throbbed where his head was cut; the steady 
pounding blinded him. Butterflies fluttered in his stom¬ 
ach and, as he started to stoop, reaching for his shoes, 
his legs wobbled, 

“Luke," Nora said, “I won’t let you go" 

He straightened. She had picked up the bottle of mix¬ 
er. Her fist was closed around the neck. She lifted it 
Mixer ran down her arm, streaming wet over her shoul¬ 
der and the cupping thrust of her breast. The wetness 
gleamed, dripping down her leg. 

“Damn it," Luke said, “put that bottle down " 

“Ill kill you before I let you go to that little slut" 
Luke took a step toward her, “Give me tihat bottle" 
She swung in an explosion of fury. The wild scream 
that tore out of her throat spattered rage. Like a taut 
bow, the whipping suppleness of her body moved with 
twisting swiftness. Light shimmered. She cursed shrilly, 
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her voice slashing like a knife. Dodging, throwing one 
anu up to shield himself, Luke had managed to get 
away from the berserk bottle. 

Nora swung again. He shoved her ofiE balance. She 
went down. The bottle shattered. The broken heel gut¬ 
ted a gash across her breast. Wetness glared red. Nora 
twisted madly, cutting her hand on a broken piece of 
jagged glass. She screamed, 

“Nora,” Luke yelled. 

She screamed again, kneeling, bending back, staring 
up. Her lips drew bade in agony. Sound ripped out of 
her throat. Her body shuddered and as Liike dropped 
down, grabbing at her, he heard the pound of footsteps. 
A fist hammered at the back door. Dimly he knew that 
Marve and Ida Wilson were trying to get into the house. 
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She stirred under die sheet, moving her face on the pil¬ 
low. A shaft of morning sunshine slanting through the 
blinds of the mill infirmary turned golden with the loose 
fare of her blond hair. She touched her tongue to her 
bruised lips. 

*Lulce, am 1 ^ right?* i 

“Yes." 

He stopped, breathing die hospital smell, tiredness 
blurring in his eyes. He ran his fingers through bis hair, 
the weary ache of the sleepless ni^t a weight rammed 
against the back of his neck. Around the exhausted rim 
of his mind, a drcle turned. It was the spiral of hours, 
taking him back to Nora on the floor, naked, bleeding, 
screaming hysterically, and Marve and Ida Wilsop 
pounding cm the door to get into the house. They had 
insisted on calling Doctor Mason, He had quieted Nora 
with a sedative, had had her taken to the company hos¬ 
pital at the mill. Jim Stone had been called. Eddie Roper, 
die sheriff, had gone to the house to inspect the mess in 
the bedroom, and then had come back to the infirmary 
to talk to Luke. 

“Did you use the botde on her?" 

“No.” 

“How did she get cut up?” , 

“She fell.” 

“Don’t lie, Luke.” 

“Goddamn it. I’m not lying.” 
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•AB ri^t, whai flie doc lets me talk to Nora, well see. 
You’d better be telling the truth." 

During the slowness of night, slouched in the waiting 
room, chain smoking, Luke had argued hopelessly with 
Jim Stone. 

“I think you tried to loll Nora." 

*^y God, Jim, don’t say that* 

“Well, then, what happened?* 

“We were drunk. We had a fight* 

“Is that how you got your arms and shoulders afl 
scratched up?* 

“Yes.* 

“Were you fighting about Darlene?* 

"In a way.* 

“What does that mean?* 

“I told Nora I wanted a divorce.* 

“So when she said no, you took the bottle and beat her 
up.* 

“No.* 

“You hit her?* 

“I said we had a fi^t* 

“And you tried to kill her." 

“No." 

T[ think you did. You’ve got that whore on your mind. 
I should have known you were no damn good. I made a 
mistake when I let you many my daughter. Your father 
was no good. I knew that, but for Nora’s sake I put a lot 
of faith in you. No, don’t argue. I don't want to hear 
about getting a medal in Korea. Once a war is over, it’s 
done. Forgotten. Nobody wants to remember. Here 
you’re what you are right now, not what you were. I 
gave you a good start 1 put money into your house. I 
set you up in business. I can set you down just as quido 
There ain’t a thing I can’t take ficom you. You’ve got both 
the house and the motel on a contract of sale. I can put 
die squeeze on, Luke. If I have to, I wiU You won’t 
have a nickd. Not a goddamned nidcd.” 
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"You go scare somebody else, Jim * Luke blinked* The 
harsh memory of the night and Jim Stone faded* 
The room came back into focus. Nora stared up at him. 
He rubbed his fingers across his jaw. He needed a shave. 
His clothes felt sticky. 

“Luke, the sheriff talked to me,” she said. “He wanted 
to know how I got hurt” 

“Did you tell him you fell trying to slug me?” 

“No” 

“But that's what happenedr 

“It’s all so blurred, Luke*” She smiled sweetly# “I 
don’t really remember much.” 

“You re lying, Nora.” 

"Am ir 

She was lying on her back. TTie bandage across her 
breast and over her shoulder made her seem fragile, but 
when she spoke again her voice had a tight hard edge. 

“Daddy talked to me too.” 

Luke waited cautiously. 

“Yes,” Nora went on. "He said it looked like you tried 
to kill me ” ^ ^ 

“You know that’s not tmew” 

“The sheriff doesn’t” 

“Go on*” 

“Now, Luke,” Nora said, “Don't be upset* I haven't 
told the sheriff anything. I said I couldn’t really remem¬ 
ber.” She paused, smiling a little. "Of course,” she con¬ 
tinued thoughtfully, “Daddy says if you tried to leave 
and get a divorce and I didn't want you to leave, 1 might 
remember a lot more.” 

“Listen, you couldn't get away with it” 

“No?” Nora turned her head, looking ri^t at him, 
“Don’t be too sure, Luke ” She stopped and then, going 
on suddenly, she said, “Oh, for God’s sakes, Luke, dont 
be such an utter fool* We’ve got a good life. Youve 
worked too hard to throw it all away. I love you, believe 
me. We can work things out. Give us a chance. One of 
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tli6S6 dsys well bo ndi, Luko. Don’t do finything cra^i 
We’ve got everything." 

Luke stared at her stubbornly. 

*Tin just one more thmg your old man bought for yon. 
Your husband. Christ, you might just as well say your 
dress or your new hat. And I don’t think you love me." 
He gestured helplessly. "I don’t thinV you even know 
what love is." 

“I suppose that cheap bitch does?" 

’^he Imows some things." 

Tor money. Does that make it better?” Nora was try¬ 
ing to cut him. “Or maybe, since you don’t want to an¬ 
swer, I ought to ask a hundred other men." 

“It doesn’t matter." 

“You’re crazy.” 

"All right," Luke said. “Have ft your way. Fm crazy." 
He got ready to leave. "We’ll finish talking about it later." 

“I won’t let you go.” Her eyes flashed. Td see you in 
hell before I’d let you go. I mean it, Luke. I really mean 
it” 
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At file house, Luke showered, shaved, changed into 
fresh clothes. He wanned the coffee. When he felt bet¬ 
ter, he tel^honed Maria. She had relieved Ben so he 
could get off duty but she complained that because she 
was at the desk she couldn't do her own work. 

“To hell with it,’ Luke said. “Just relax and enjoy 
yourself until I get there.” 

He finished his coffee and took a look at the mess in 
tile bedroom. The night came back, the reddening lamp, 
the nakedness, the blood. He rubbed a hand across his 
mouth. She had wanted pain, begged a beating. Memory 
washed through him. He could almost hear the crazy 
screams but, a few minutes later, when Eddie Roper, the 
sheriff, telephoned, asking to see him, Luke hit the 
hard present again. 

“I’ll be waiting,” Eddie said. 

“Okay,” Luke grunted. “I’ll be ri^t down.” 

By the Hme he got to the office, Luke had gone over 
the thing a dozen times. Probably, if they wanted to, Nora 
and her father could make a ease. It sure as hell looked 
as if she had got knocked around. But Luke didn t think 
either Jim or Nora would go aU the way and accuse him 
of trying to kill her. Both were too concerned about what 
other people thought to stir up that kind of scandal 
Anyway, Luke decided, it doesn’t matter. I'm part car¬ 
ing. Let them take every damned thing. Tm sick of 
bowing and scraping, tired of pretending I ve got it 
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made, weary of taldng handouts and hearing how FIl he 
rich when Jim dies. To hell with it He walked into the 
sherifTs office. 

‘^it down, Luke.* Eddie motioned to the cdiair at the 
side of his desk. He offered Luke a cigarette and took 
one for himself. Then, puffing, tipping back in his ckair, 
he said, “Well, I guess you know. I talked to Nora.” 

“She told me.* 

Eddie studied his cigarette. 

“She wouldn’t press charges.* 

“Why should she?* 

“Now, Luke, she was hurt some.* 

“I told you she was trying to hit me with that bottle.* 
Eddie shrugged. 

"That’s your story.* He squinted. “But anyway, Mr. 
Stone says to drop it for now.* 

“So he’s your boss, too?* 

“Now, laike,* Eddie said softly, "Don’t get too god¬ 
damned smart* He paused, tipping forward, resting his 
elbows on the desk. “Tell me what really happened.* 
“We were drunk.* 

“She was naked, wasn’t die?* 

“Yes.* 

“1 bet that’s a sight* Eddie inhaled, his tbfa face shin¬ 
ing with the heat “Yeah, I’ll bet that is real nice.” 

“Is that what you got me down here to talk about?* 

“1 got a right to know. What did you do to her?* 

“I tdld you we had an argument* 

“I don’t mean that” 

Luke stared and then, squashing his cigarette out he 
got up. 

“To hen wifli you,* he said. 

“Don’t be sore, Luke. I was curious.* 

Luke stamped out. The sheriff did not try to stop him. 
Outside, in the glare of the sun, traffic moving in a 
steady procession, dust hazy over the shoulders, Luke 
started down the steps of the sheriff’s office. But before 
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he gdt to ihe pldkap, Mae crossed from the Loggers 
Cafe. Her white imifonn clung. She waved. Her hi^ 
heels flashed. When she reached Luke, she sent a ques¬ 
tioning glance at die sheiifl's office. 

“Trouble, Luke?* 

“Don’t tell me you haven’t heard," 

looked up at him. “Nora was taken to die mill 
infirmary." 

“Yeah." 

“Somebody said you beat her up." 

“Well," Luke said. “I didn’t* He paused and then, 
motioning toward the Grotto, he said, “1 need a drink." 

“Is that an invitation?" 

“Unless, after what you’ve heard, you’re afraid of me." 

“No,” Mae said sofdy. She looked at him steadily, *1 
ihinV you know how I fed.” Her eyes didn’t wavCT. 
“Jim Stone told me he spilled to you about me." 

Luke didn’t answer until they were at the bar. Then, 
after Mike's wife bad grumpily served drinks and gone 
back to deaning the empty booths, Luke lit a cigarette 
and looked at Maa 

“You don’t have to taflc about It, Mae." 

“Don’t I?” She sipped her drink, tipping her head back 
as she inhaled smoke. She plucked a bit of tobacco from 
the curve of her mouth with the tip of her tongue. “Jim 
is so thoughtfid,” she said at last. “He wouldn’t share 
me with just anybody." She added, “Maybe I should 
fed complimented- He thought I might make you forget 
that Darlene." , 

“Listen, Mae,” Luke said. 

She shook her head. 

“No," she said. “Don’t stop me, Luke. You might as 
well know everything. I guess you remember how long 
my modier was sick. No, I’m not complaining, but all 
the time I might have been dating and getting married, 
I was tied down at home. Then, after Mom died, I was 
up to my neck in medical and funeral expenses. Jim 
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Stone held all the notes indnding the mortgage on the 
house ” She shrugged, “He offered me a way of paying. 
At the time it seemed easy. Anyway, ten years ago Jim 
wasn’t bad-looldng. I was lonely.” She finished her drink, 
”It’s not easy any more ” 

‘Torget it, Mae.” Luke ordered two more drinks, 

Mae watched Mike's wife scrubbing at the far end of 
tile bar, “One more thing, Luke, I was in love fust once* 
But when you came back, I had sold whatever mi^t 
have been any good to you.” She stopped but then, when 
Luke started protesting, saying she couldn't have ever 
really cared for him, she shook her head, “No, it's true^ 
Luke.” She stood up. “I just wanted you to know, Jim 
said he might send you around ” Her voice trembled. 
“I'd give anything to belong to you, Luke, but I hope 
you don’t come,” 

“I won't. I couldn’t, Mae. We're friends,* 

“Friends?” She blinked. “Thanks, Luke.* She took a 
deep breath, her lips quivered. “How about tiiis girl, 
Darlene?” 

“I don't know, Mae * 

“Do you love her?* 

“I think so.* 

“From what I've heard she's no better than I am. May¬ 
be worse,* 

“It wouldn't matter * 

Mae reached out and pressed his hand, “I wish it could 
have been me * 

“So do L* 

Mae forced a shaky smile. “If it's real, Luke^ don't let 
it get away,* 

He walked Mae back to her Job, Heat shimmered up 
from the pavement. Smoke from the sawmill burner flat¬ 
tened hi the still air. A line of four huge trailers held up 
a long tail of traffic at the li^t. He breathed the hot-oil 
smell of exhausts. Kids and dogs and tourists threaded 
among the parked c^rs on the highway shoulders, He 
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waved without stopping to Joe Minor at the drag store. 
Ihe last thtng in the world he wanted was to have to 
talk about what had happened but, when he drove out 
to the motel, Jim Stone was waiting. 

Luke spoke to him but Jim didn’t reply until Luke 
had sent Maria out to start cleaning the units. Then, 
lighting a cigar, puffing, leaning against the desk, Jim 
said he had just come from the mill infirmary, 

"You talked to Nora?” 

“Yes,” Luke said. “I did." He paused. “I talked to die 
sherifE too ” , 

“I'm sorry this had to get out.” 

“So am I.” 

“But,” Jim said, “it will blow over.” He waited. “Once 
you and Nora show everybody this didn’t mean anything, 
people will forget. They always do." 

“Maybe they won’t get a chance to forget, Jim." 

“Go on, laike.” 

“I’m going to get a divorce.” 

“That could mean a lot of trouble.” 

Tve thought of tiiat” Luke glanced around the office. 
"I don’t figure to get out with much but I don’t diink 
there’s any use pretending. Nora and I are through,” 

“She loves you.” 

“I doubt it." 

Jim smoked thoughtfully. 

“I presiune," he said finally, “you intend to go to Dar¬ 
lene.” 

"Yes, I do.” 

"Aren’t you forgetting she’s married?” 

“We’ll work that out.” 

Jim rolled bis cigar in his mouth, 

“Suppose I paid Ben to get that woman out of town?" 

“I’d follow them." 

‘It’s that serious?” 

“Yes.” Luke knew there was no turning back now. He 
had to go all the way and, very slowly, wanting Jim to 
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understand with no chance of a mistalce, he said, 
matter what you do and no matter what Nora does, Fm 
going throng with this.** 

“You’re being a fool ” 

“I know. Nora thinks Fm insane* 

“She’ll strip you,” Jim said quiedy. “I can guarantee 
you, Luke. You won’t have a thing left.” 

“I haven’t anything now.” 

“I don’t follow you ” 

“No,” Liike said, “I didn’t think you would.” 


■'^r ' . r. ' 
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16 

After Jto had gone, laike pitched in to help Maria 
catch up. Why he bothered, he didn’t know. Evai if the 
world teetered on the edge of estploding, he thought, 
everything would go on as usual. Maybe that was the 
answer. He listened to Maria talking about Manuel. He 
was still playing ihe guitar, getting drunk and being 
lonely for home. Maria didn’t mind, 

Luke’s head hurt. Maria asked if he felt all right He 
wiped sweat from his face. Yes, in Christ’s name, he was 
fine and then just after the infirmary called to have him 
come and take Nora home, the telephone rang again. 

It was Darlene. "Jim was here again. I heard your wife 
was in the hospital. Luke, I didn’t want aU this trouble.” 

“Do you love me?” 

“Not now, Luke.” 

“Listen,” he said harshly. “It’s got to be now. Tm ask¬ 
ing for a divorce. This is done. You’re the only woman I 
want I don't care what I have to do to get you.” 

“Wait Luke.” 

“Gk>ddamn it Darlene. I can’t wait” 

"Give me another day." 

"What for?” 

"Maybe I can work this out with Ben. Please, Luke. 
Don’t make things any worse.” She caught her breath. 
“I’ll can you tomorrow late. But don’t come until I calL 
Promise.” 

“Are you all right?” 
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Tfes, Luke ” 

TDo you love mer^ 

hfou swear you're all ri^t * 

•Yes7 

^ut you sound different ” 

*l’in upset, Luke,” she went on breathlessly* “This isn't 
easy, but give me my chance to talk it out with Ben. 
ni you.” 

“Okay,” Luke said finaBy. TU wait ” 

He cursed, hanging up. Two cars came in. Eight al¬ 
lege girls making a tour of the westmi states. In shorts 
and halters, all talking at once, they took a row of units, 
t^o girls to a room. While they were getting settled, 
Homer Cktt rattled up in his old truck. He blinked, 
looking at the girls, rubbing his hand across his mouth. 
Buddy got down, strutting like a banty rooster. The old 
man grinned at Luke. 

“Where them women come from, Luke?” 

“They're traveling, Homer ” 

“By God,” Homer said. “I'd like to get loose in that 
flock.” He nodded, grimacing, winking, making a lewd 
gesture and then, when Luke said he didn't think the 
girls would be interested Homer shrugged. "Well, to 
hell with 'em. There's plenty running loose.” He put the 
truck in gear. “Come out, Luke. Any time you looking 
for a place to be, you come on out ” He winked again. 
“Keep your eye on Buddy. He's bound he's going to be 
getting a little.” 

The truck sputtered smd backfired. Where the girb 
were taldng luggage out of the cars, doors slammed. 
Buddy hooked his thumbs in the pockets of his dunga¬ 
rees, He watched Maria crossing from the laundry room 
with an arm-load of linen and then, glancing up at Luke, 
Buddy winked as the old man had winked, 

“I'd like to get loose in that flock.” 

"Your Dad said that.” 
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-You dumb bastard ” Luke grinned. He gave Buddy a 
dgarette and lit one for himself. Then when Maria came 
back to where diey were standing in front of the offic^ 
Luke told her he had to go for Nora. “But Buddy will 
stay here and help you. Won't you, Buddy™ 

“Sore.* Buddy sucked on his dg^ette^and stared up 
at Maria. “There ain’t nothing I can’t do.” 

Maria gigged. j „ j 

“Maybe* she said, "but you re going to need a giri 

your own size/' 

Buddy scowled. 

“I got a girl, m take care of her too. 

Luke left them arguing. He drove to the house bdme 
heading for the infirmary. Ida came across tte drive. 
She wore a loose cotton dress that buttoned down the 
front Her legs were bare and on her feet she was wear¬ 
ing a pair of beat-up red bedroom slippers. But me was 
carrying her purse, her patent leather ba& under her 
arm. She lifted a hand, shielding her eyes from Ae sim 
while Luke got down from the pickup. Then, after ask¬ 
ing about Nora, she offered to straighten the house. 

“It*s a mess” 

*1 don’t mind, Luke.* t, i, t, .1 

She walked in ahead of him but then, after he had 
help^ her pick up the worst of what was on die floor, 
she went back to asking about Nora. Ewn whra Lt^e 
told her the cut hadn’t been too serious and ^t Nora 
mosdy been just hysterical, Ida wouldn’t drop 4e sub¬ 
ject. She kept talking until, all at once, answ^g her. 
Like realized Ida didn’t really care. She was breathmg 
deeply and her sensual expression, her eyes hot and 
staring, her moudi open, the curve of her lips warm ^d 
red, these things were like having the night tack. He 
felt the soft thud of his fist hitting Nora, saw *e naked¬ 
ness of her sprawling on her knees, smeUed her hair 
loose, heard her voice begging pain. 
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“Luke,” Ida said, and she was staring right at him. 
He knew she knew he had guessed what she was think¬ 
ing, But she didn't care and, when he said it might be 
both of them if they left, she shook her bead, 
“No. She lifted her hands. Her fingers fumbled with the 
buttons on her dress. Under it, she wore nothing. Light 
shimmered. She breathed nakedness, her breasts lifting. 
Across her stomach the dress fell open. Darkness deep¬ 
ened. She moved her legs. Her eyes were deep pools. 
“Please, Luke.” 

“Ida, for God’s sake,” 

“Hit me, Luke.” 

“No.” 

She pressed against him. She grabbed his wrists. She 
shuddered, turning to hurt herself and ihen, suddenly, as 
he jerked his arms free, she caught her breath. 

“Now, Luke.” 

“No, goddamn it. Get out” 

“Don’t you want me?” 

“Ida, listen—” 

She breathed in and out, pushing her hands down 
over the curve of her hips. She moved her fingers. Her 
eyes were slitted. 

“Please-” 

Luke watdied her warily. 

“Lulce,'' she whispered, "Ill do anything ” 

He took a deep breatk Tightness choked in his throat 
A little streak of fire coursed down his back He hated 
her but he couldn't help wanting her. Perspiration wet 
the back of his shirt. He clenched his hands to keep from 
reaching for her. 

“I’ve got troubles enough,” he said. 

“I never thought I’d have to beg a man.” 

“Get out, Ida.” 

“No.” 

The pulsebeat throbbed in her throat He could feel 
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her waiting but instead of making a move to touch her, 
he walked to the door. 

“Luke” 

“Save it for Marve.^ 

“I hate him ” 

“You'd hate me too.* 

“No” 

“Listen * Luke saicL “Tm going,* 

“Please ” Her mouth trembled. Her hands lifted, press¬ 
ing nakedness. She squeezed her breasts hard, “Come 
back,” she begged, “Don't make me crawL Please, Luka* 
You won't be sor^ * 

“I told you. Save it for Marve* 

“You don't mean that* 

“I mean it” 

“You're not going to touch me?* 

“No,” 

“You bastard. Lousy bastard, I hope you bum in hell,* 
Ida whispered, but then her voice lifted. Craziness Amed 
in her eyes, “Don't go ” she screamed but ahnost at fti© 
same time, straming up, br^thing in big gulping sobs, 
she went on wildly, raving, saying she was no good. 
When Luke tried to interrupt she cursed him, “You’re 
not so goddamned smart,* she yelled and it was then 
that she scooped up her purse, scooped it from the floor 
where it had been carelessly tossed. Screaming, she flung 
the shiny handbag at Luke's head. It missed hun, struck 
the wall, contents spilling, lipstick, coins, wallet letters, 
someftiing shiny—a necklace. 

“Where the hell did you get that?” Luke had instantly 
recognized the strung, gleaming rhinestones, 

Ida’s hand was covering h^ moufti. “That?” 

“Nora gave it to you?” 

“Yes—that s right—she gave it to me,” Ida said wildly- 
“But why? My gift. Why would she—” 

And then in the wildness, in the desperation, in the 
compulsion to hurt Luke and at the same time explain 
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her own hurt, and {nrobahfy because she felt prematurely 
that the si^t of the necklace had given away the secret 
anyway, Ida spoke. AD that she was to Nora came out 
Ida slumped to her knees, the shadows rippled, the 
damp sheen of perspiration shimmering and the curve 
of her breasts darkening to hard nipples, and she told 
the whole of it “Oh, God,* she wept "I couldn't help 
myseU. I hate her. Can you understand?” Ida looked up 
and begged. “Please, Luke," she sobbed, “listen to me." 

He listened. In the broken words, die sick sounds, she 
made him think of a hurt animal but, more than that in 
what she said, he heard the way she was with Nora, die 
gifts, the lunacy, the hungering to be bought and used 
by Nora, to beat and be beaten. Luke squeezed his ^es 
but he couldn’t shut out what Ida was saying. He saw 
the two of them, Nora’s blond hair loose, two women 
dose, mouth to mouth, breasts to breasts, the din ging of 
them locked in lust He felt dizzily sick. Bitterness filled 
his throat He heard Ida’s voice crumbling. She wanted 
to be clean again. “So take me Luke. Please. A real 
man can save me." 

"I couldn’t save Nora." He wiped the sweat from his 
face. “Not” 

“Goddamn you." 

Luke ran from her. He ran outside^ and the door 
slammed behind him. He crossed the driveway and got 
into the pickup. His bands shook. He started the engrae; 
trying to get Nora and Ida out of his head aD the way 
to town. 

At the Grotto, he stopped and bought a couple of 
drinks. The thought of Ida stayed, the hot lushness of 
ripe fruit. Nakedness curved the rim of his mind, Nora 
kissing, caressing, her hands moving on Ida’s legs. Luke 
kiDed his second drink and Mike said he had heard that 
Nora had been taken to the infirmary. He did not pry, 
but sitting next to Luke, Art Allison, the real estate 
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broker, licked his lips and made a remark about women 
liking to be treated rough. 

“Ain’t diat right, Ltake?* 

“Ask somebody elsei* 

“I thought you might know." 

Luke turo^ his bade. He smoked a dgarette and 
dien went back, to the pickup. He bad to see Nora but 
when he drove to the infirmary she was gone. She had 
left word she would be at her father’s apartment. It was 
on die second floor over the top of his loan ofiSce. When 
Luke got up there, Nora started to complain that he 
never had time for her. 

“I have to depend on Daddy for everything." 

“No,” Luke said. “Not evetydiing.” 

For a moment, Nora stared. Then she turned, The 
loose folds of her yellow housecoat swirled. At the coffee 
table she picked up a package of dgarettes. The silver 
table lighter gleamed- Flame burned yellowishly and 
flickering shadows touched the curve of her bruised 
mouth. The bandages over her breast showed, where the 
collar of her housecoat parted. After she lit her dgarette 
she said it was nice that his shirt hid what she had done 
to him. When Luke only went on staring at her, she 
talked about her father. It was nice of him to send a cab, 

“Not that you care," Nora said. “I suppose,” she added, 
“that seeing Darlene held you up.” 

“No,” Luke said- “I stopped at the house. Ida oime 
over.” 

“Did you have a good time?* 

“No.” 

Nora lauded. 

“Well,” she said. “Tm glad you didn’t try to tell me 
that she seduced you.” 

“Why not? Don’t you think it could happen?" 

“Luke,” Nora said, “I don’t know ” 

“WeU,” he insisted, “maybe it did.” 

“You’re lying." 
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“Ami?" 

**Yes. Ida wouldn’t have you." 

Nora spat out the words. She tapped out her ciga¬ 
rette. As she straightened, Luke saw that she was pre¬ 
pared. She had realized that he knew. 

"Nora,” he said, “you and Ida—* 

"DcMi’t be crazy." 

He walked closer to ha-. Tm not crazy. I told you Ida 
was at the house. She talked.* 

“What?* 

“For God’s sake,* Luke said, “don’t try to lie. I know 
about the gifts. I saw the rhinestone necklace. Ida told 
me you were ha lova." 

Nora trembled. She turned ha bead. 

“No," she whispaed, “I don’t believe you, Ida wouldn’t 
teH* Nora stopped. “I mean—" 

Luke laughed harshly. He walked around the 
table. Nora’s lips wae trembling but Luke had no sym¬ 
pathy fa ha. He had Ida in his mind, the hurt, the 
knowing she was hooked. 

“You taught Ida, didn't you?" 

"What?* 

“Stop praending," Luke yelled. There wasn’t one 
thing Ida didn't tell me. Do you want me to put it in 
words fa you?" He reached out, grabbing Nora, holding 
ha so she had to keep facing him. "What you have with 
Ida, • * Is that the way you like it?” 

*^ut up ” 

“No," he said wearily, and talking softly, he went back 
to the begiiming. She and her father had made the mar- 
riage. With what she was, it was no wonder they wanted 
to hold it together. Tsn’t that right Nora?" 

“Go to heU." 

Luke tightened his fingers. He felt her shivering with 
rage. Short blunt curses flamed out of her. He let her go. 

“It all doesn't matter," he said, “We’re throu^ Fin^ 
ished.* 
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*TroTiTl be back” 

“Are you out of your mind?” 

“Oh, Luke," she said. “Stop looking at me like Tm a 
freak. Tm not going to start wearing mens clothes. Just 
because I like something different doesn't mean I don't 
want to be married. I do. I won't see Ida again." 

“Why? Do you have someone else in mind?” 

"All right, be nasty, but remember this. Our marriage 
is good for us both. Sure, I want a home and a husband 
—but that means you have a home too. You've got a good 
business, Yonre somebody in this town. Same day well 
have my father's money. Be smart, Luke, Don't throw it 
away. Can't you see? WeVe got everything." 

"We've gone over that" 

"But we do have everything ” 

“No" Luke said, “Weva got nothing." 

He left her still arguing. The shrillness of h^ voice 
followed him down the stairway. Every step creaked an 
echo. Nothing, nothing, nothing. Sickness choked. Before 
going back to die motel, he bought a bottle. He opened 
it in the office. His throat welcomed the scalding whis¬ 
key. He told Buddy to put up the “no vacancy” sign 
and he let Maria go home to Manuel, Then, a httle lat^, 
Ben telephoned to say he wouldn't be coming to work 
"You're quitting?" 

“Yes, Luke." 

“Listen," Luke said, Tve got to talk to you*" 

“About Darlene?” 

"Yes." 

A moment passed, "Not tonight, Luke. Darlene and I 
have our own problems to work ouL" 

“Ben," Luke said, “I won't lie. I love D^lene, I want 
her to get a divorce. When everything is settled, 1 want 
to marry her " 

“I know " 

“Is that all youVe got to say?" 

“Yes,” Ben said* “At least for now." He paused and 
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tiien, going on hurriedly, he said, ‘Xuke, this is my life 
too. Didn’t Darlene ask you to stay away from us to¬ 
night?’' 

"Yes,” Luke admitted. 

“All We’ll see you tomorrow.” 

“Is Darlene all righti^ 

“Sure she is.” 

“L^ me talk to ho'.” 

The telephone went silent Footsteps moved. 

“Luke?” 

“Yes, Darlene. listen, I want to see you." 

“Not toni^t” 

“Is that the way you want it?” 

“Yes.” 

“I love you, Darlene.” 

She did not respond. 

“Did you hear me?” 

“Yes.” She paused. “Tomorrow, Luke.” 

He put down the telephone. All the words were said. 
Everybody knew. He reached for the bottle. The feel of 
the motel pressed in on him, all the work, the years, 
the sweat of building ev^ything with his own hands. 
Kiss it goodbye. 

"Lufc^” Buddy said, “are you sore?” 

“No, Buddy. Not at you,” 

“Give me a drink, Luke.” 

“Help yourself.” 

Buddy reached. The bottle glinted. 

"How about them girls, Luke?” 

“Who?” 

"The ones who moved In this morning. Remember?” 

“Yeah.” 

Luke took the bottle. One morning ago, but it could 
have been a whole life. Names crossed the edge of drink¬ 
ing, Mae—Jim—Nora—Ida—Darlene—Ben—Buddy—old 
man datt Idike tasted whiskey. He had the feeling siafa 
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Junction and all the years were already drawing away 
from him. It was done. He was going to marry Darlene. 
“Luke,” Buddy said, “you look sick.” 

“No. I’m all right* 

“You sure, Luke?* 

“Hell, I said I was all right* 

He lit a cigarette. Alcohol hummed in his head. Smoke 
twisted up. Buddy winked and nodded toward the door. 
“Luke,” he said, “here comes one of them girls.” 
“Fine.” 

“Ask her if she wants a drink, Luke.* 

“All right” Luke said. “I wiU.” 
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17 

Light splashed across the end of the world Space tilt¬ 
ed. EImptiness spiraled down and Luke mumbled He 
turned and buried his face in the pillow. 

TLruke, wake up.** ' 

^Go away" he muttered "Xet me alona* 

He tried to keep his eyes closed but the bed shook 
again. He groaned, looking up. A hammer dropped 
met his eyes. Alcohol tasted stale in his mouth, TTie 
room did a slow spin and then came into focus. Mae 
leaned over hhn. 

“Luke." 

*'Okay. Let go. Tm awake.** 

He blinked, rubbing his hand across his face. The ham¬ 
mer thudded, a steady relentless throbbing. Shadows 
slitted into the motel room. Night came back. He re¬ 
membered the eight girls. Oh, my God, what that tall 
brunette had done. His stomach muscles contracted Ihe 
hot breath of her mouth had whisi)ered craziness. Wild 
drunken naked fragments curved. He ran his fingers 
through his hair and tried to get up. The floor slanted 
Mae grabbed him and helped him to the shower. The 
shock of icy water stxmg. Mae*s wet hands slapped. She 
got him to shave. The pull of the razor fitted the raw 
edges of a jigsaw puzzle together. He had passed out 
cold and slept a whole day away. Maria had come and 
gone. The girls had packed and left. It was night again. 
The motel was closed and empty. He rubbed his face 
dry. 
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“Lulce." 

“I’m okay now." 

“Listen to me." 

She started from Ae beginning. At her place, Jim had 
bragged he was fixing Darlene for good. He was paying 
Ben. 

“What for?" 

“So they can all go to bed with Darlene." 

“AH?" 

“Buddy came by. Tbat was how I found out where 
you were. Anyway, Jim was going to take Buddy with 
him. I guess, after Buddy and Jim get ibrough they’ll 
find somebody else.” Mae’s voice trembled. “I tried to 
tell Jim he was crazy. He hit me.” She paused, finally 
going on, saying she had started to go to the sheriff. “But 
you know nobody is going to bother Jim Stone. Tears 
glittered, “Maybe feeling the way I do about you, I 
shouldn’t care what happens to Darlene, but I do. Jim 
isn’t God but he’s already hurt too many. Don’t let him 
get away with this.” 

Luke reached for his shirt. 

“Don’t worry, Mae. I won’t" 

He bit down, trying not to think, but his hands 
were dammy with cold sweat. He tightened his belt and 
lit a cigarette. Outside, Mae’s high heels clicked along 
with him. He helped her into the pickup. 

“Be careful, Luke." 

“I’ll be all right." 

He dropped her at her apartment in town. She 
waved. Lights flashed, the glare of traffic reflecting in 
the windshield. He passed the Grotto. At the mill road, 
he turned off the highway. The pickup skidded in loose 
gravel. Dust smelled dry. Across the flat, a few scattered 
houses dotted the darlmess with windows of light. He 
turned again. Beyond the vacant lot, Bens old car was 
parked in the driveway. 

Luke pulled off the dirt street, parking in the dark 
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shadows of the trees and scrubby brush. For a weapon^ 
he shoved the half empty pint bottle into his hip pocket 
The ground was hard and bare under his boots. Gravel 
crunched. Toward the river, the sawmill trash burner 
glowed red heat into the hot night. Far off, a dog 
howled. The sound followed Luke across the yard. He 
cut around to the back. The window blinds were pulled 
but light spilled out through the screen door. He went 
up the steps. The porch creaked imder his weight. He 
rapped and called. 

“Benr 

Inside on the kitchen table empty beer bottles glist¬ 
ened in the light that hung over the sink. Water dripped 
from a leaky faucet. A scuflJing shuffle came from the 
direction of the bedroom. A man cursed and then there 
was the tom sound of a smothered scream, 

“No, please. Oh, God, nol” 

Without thinking, Luke lunged. His shoulder hit the 
door. Wood splintered, the hook lock snapped. He 
slammed the door open. His hip jolted the table. Glasses 
smashed and with a patter of footsteps, naked except for 
a pair of shorts. Buddy spun out of the bedroom. 

“Jesus Christ,'* he yelled. “It's Lukel'* 

“You little bastard I” 

“No,** Buddy squealed. “Wait.” 

Luke swung to kilL The wet smack of his fist slashed 
Buddy’s mouth. The little round eyes bugged. Buddy 
staggered. He put his stubby arms up but Luke kicked* 
Buddy slammed against the wall. Blood frothed his 
mDudi. He gulped convulsively but Luke was already 
at the doorway. He stared. 

Tied down, her arms stretched over her head, her legs 
spread, her ankles roped to the comers, Darlene twisted 
on the bed. Her hair flared jet black against the white 
sheet. The wet slipperiness of perspiration shimmered on 
nakedness and sprawling, big, ugly, beefy, blubbery, 
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Jim Stone hunched. Fat wadded at the back of his neck, 
He turned drunkenly. Spit slobbered, 

“Luke" 

“You son of a bitch.** 

Rage choked a red haze. The hot surge of hate beat 
a drum but even as he went for Jim^ Luke knew he had 
made a mistake. He tried to turn but everything was in 
slow motion. He saw Ben clubbing an automatic pistol 
in his fist light glistened on blue steel Ben grinned, 
cursing, the soft drawl mocking, his white T-shirt sticky. 
His arm came down. He grunted. Luke turned, trying 
to dodge. Fain burned his cheekbone and exploded. He 
stumbled. The floor lurched up. He hit Darlene moaned 
The sound circled, ugliness echoed, Half-consciously, 
shafts of light distorting reality, he beard Jim taking, the 
grunting bigness, Darlene sobbed The room reeled, Ben 
slapped Luke slipped back to the brink of darkness. 
Voices threaded a slit of light Ben laughing, telling Juu 
that Luke wasn't going to ^use any trouble, 

“HeU, man," Ben said. “You paid plenty, Blnjoy your¬ 
self, m hop up and get us another case of beer " 

“How about Luker 

“I told you not to worry. He's sleeping like a baby," 

Luke breathed emptiness. Footsteps faded. He held 
on. The floor reeled. Sickness squeezed his stomach. He 
lifted himself. He sucked air, fighting to keep from going 
down again. Dimly he saw Jim leaning over the bed 
With his arm outstretched, J™ was pouring a bottle of 
beer over Darlene, Foam splattered. She lifted, straiomg. 
Wetness streamed over her breasts, 

Jim laughed 

“Taste good?” 

“Go to heU,” 

The bottle emptied. The last drops dripped, 

“You bitch,” Jim muttered thiddy. He went down be¬ 
side her, TU fix you.” 

The bed creaked, light moved with the bottle. She 
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squirmed, twisting. A pleading sob whimpered. She 
turned her head from side to side. 

“No, pleasel” 

She panted and spit trickled out of the comer of Jim’s 
mouth. He mumbled. Sweat streaked his back. He 
pushed, fumbling and Darlene screamed. 

The sound ripped shrill, raw, and Luke, going down, 
rammed his hands against the floor. The scream hit 
again. Luke crawled, reached the foot of the bed. 

Jim whipped around. Luke closed his hand around 
the neck of his whiskey bottle. Ught pinpointed in his 
eyes. He hit Jim with the bottle. Blood shimmered wetly. 
Jim slipped away from the bed. Luke hit him again. 
Darlene screamed. Luke followed Jim. The old man 
was breathing in huge gulping sobs. He was clutching 
his hands over his heart. Luke hit him. Jim’s lips pulled 
back. The cords in his neck stretched taut. Blood 
streamed from a cut over his eyes. Luke lifted the bottle. 
The world whirled. Luke heard old man Clatt. No, that 
was wrong. He couldn’t hear the old man. There was no 
one to help. He raised the bottle. A hand touched his 
shoulder. Buddy yelled. Oh, God, no. That was wrong 
too. Buddy was smashed. Luke tried to swing. 

“Luke." ^ ^ 

Luke swayed. The sound of his name rimmed the 
edge of consciousness. Old man Clatt again. No, Luke 
thou^t. I’m crazy. The whole world is crazy. I’ll never 
forget what he did. I got to kill Jim. Heaviness pulled at 
Luke’s legs. He started to fall. A hand grabbed his aim. 
He struggled, turning, staring blindly. 

“Goddamn it,” old man Clatt yelled. “It’s me, Luke. 
For Christ’s sake, put that bottle dovra. I got to get you 
out of here.” 

Luke shook his head numbly. 

“No,” he said. “Not without her.” 

“All right. I’ll take her too.” 
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18 


Dablene opened her eyes. 

-Luke." 

TTm right h^e " 

He turned, leaning over her. The old bed creaked 
Heat glistened damply. Darlene breathed with her lips 
parted, the smooth curves of her breasts rising and fall^ 
ing. Luke didn't cover her with the sheet. On the way 
out from town, in Homer's truck, she bad been half out 
of her head. She was stiU hot and feverish but her eyes 
were dear. When he told her they were at the Clatt 
place, using Timmy Clatt's bed and room in the back 
shed of the old bam, she understood. 

“Luke." 

“Yes, Darlene," 

“Ben tied me." 

“I know ” 

“Jim paid Ben, They were both drunk. There was go¬ 
ing to be more money for Ben when we got out of town 
for good." Darlene paused. “The day before I tried to 
keep you away because Ben kept saying we could talk 
over our problems and settle things between us but he 
never meant to let me get away from him." Her lips 
trembled. “He just let me keep hoping and then, after 
he got me down, it was too late. They were going to 
keep me there and let any man in town do anything ha 
wanted to me." She stopped again and then softly she 
added, “Buddy came.” 
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“Did he?" • 'I 

Darlene turned her head. 

TLfuke, I couldn't stop him' 

“Okay*'' he said harshly, “Don’t think about it. ITl take 
care of Buddy.” 

A moment passed. A breath of wind puflEed the cur¬ 
tains at the window over the bed. There was the sound 
and smell of cattle. In the yard, somebody yelled. A dog 
yapped and snarled. 

“Luke,” Darlene asked finally. “Did you see Jim?” 

“Yes.” 

She shuddered, 

“Luke, he did everything and then* when he couldn’t 
do anything else, he had that bottle.” 

“I know.” 

“He tried to-” 

Luke stopped her. 

“Goddamn it ” he swore, “I don’t want to remember.” 
He wiped his hand across his face, cursing Jim, mutter¬ 
ing about what he had started to do. Then, when Dar¬ 
lene broke in to say Jim had been stopped before he 
could hxirt her, Luke nodded bitterly, “I stopped him. 
Maybe I killed him.” 

Luke closed his eyes, remembering how he had 
clubbed Jim and then, going on, he told Darlene that old 
man Clatt had been sent down by Ben. 

“Were diey going to let him have me too?” 

“Yes ” Luke took a deep breath. “Only after he saw 
what I had done to Buddy, they stayed outside in the 
truck. Then when they saw what I was doing to Jim, 
they came in to stop me from beating him to a pulp. I 
guess it was lucky. Anyway, because tiiey figured Jim 
was dying they brought us out here. We rode with the 
old man. Buddy drove my pickup,” 

“Now what, Luke?” 

“I don’t know ” ^ 

“Suppose Jim did die.” 


134 



**1 guess ” Luke said softly, “theyTl it murder** 
‘"Oh, God, nOp” 

‘There’s no use kiddiug ourselves * 

She reached up, touching his mouth* The tips of her 
fingers trembled. 

“What can we do?* 

T don’t know*" 

“Well," she said, “then what is going to happen to us?* 
Luke shook his head. 

“Darlene," he said again, T don’t know * 

He stopped. The half darkness of the little shed room 
held her in night shadows, a pale gleam in the swelter¬ 
ing stillness. Up at the house, lads were fighting. Some¬ 
where in the ham a door banged and in the silence that 
followed, Darlene huddled closer* 

Xuke.* 

“Yes." 

“Do you love me?^ 

“Yes," he said. “I love you * 

T’ll never be anything but trouble. You were better 
off without me " 

“No," 

“You were, Luke. You had everydiing* 

“No," he said, T had nothing" He shook his head* 
“Don’t stop me. I want to say it I love you. That’s the 
beginning. Everything starts from there. Im not looking 
for anything. As long as I have you I have everything.” 
“That’s beautiful, Luke.” 

“It’s true,” 

She moved. Her hands went up. She hugged her arms 
around his neck. 

“I love you, Luke * 

He bent down to the feverish warmth of her. Her 
mouth waited. When he kissed her, she parted her lips* 
Her tongue begged deepness, snaking fire. The slender 
curves of her hips twisted sleekly* Slippery shadows 
darkened in the smothering breathlessness but with his 
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hands in her hair, his fingers forcing her head back, 
she didn’t want him to let her go. Whispering against 
his mouth, lifting to crush her breasts against his chest, 
she wanted forgetfulness, the warm well of clinging, the 
beginning again. 

“Remember the first night, Luke?* 

“Yes.* 

“Remember at the river?* 

“Yes.” 

“I want it that way.” 

“I don’t want to hurt you.* 

“It won’t hurt.” 

She moved under him warm, damp, sleek, her full 
red lips parted. She turned a little, the smoothness of 
her legs parted. He kissed her breasts. 

“Darlene,” he whispered again. “I don’t want to hurt 
you, 

""It doesn't hurt,'^ 

Her hips tensed, yielding. 

“Luke,” she breathed. “Slow ” Her voice broke, catch¬ 
ing in her throat. The slenderness of her lifted^ a rhythm 
twisting under him. She panted, her nails digging into 
his flesh. “Luke,” she whispered. “Oh, God, Luke.” She 
shivered, lifting, begging closeness. Then crying, the lit¬ 
tle aching scream an explosion bursting and then, her 
mouth clinging to the last stilled instant, she relaxed 
her legs. His hands lifted against the small of her back, 
the dark melting flood searing in that instant of sur¬ 
render, She trembled, the cry of pain fading to a little 
contented murmur and he kissed her mouth gently, lift¬ 
ing one hand to push the damp darkness of her hair 
back from her cheek, 

“Darlene.” 

“Yes, Luke.” 

“I love you,” 

She looked up. Her eyes shimmered. 

“I belong to you ” 
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That isn't what the law says * 

T don’t c^e. It s true " 

Luke let her slide away from him. She stretched, stir¬ 
ring lazily and he reached around, fumbUng, getting his 
cigarettes. She wanted one. He lit two. The Hghter 
burned smoldly. Flame flidcered, the yellowish glow cup¬ 
ping the golden smoothness of her breasts. The hot sheen 
of perspiration glittered. She took her cigarette and in¬ 
haled deeply. 

TLuke.*' 

Tes." 

T wish It was forever right now * 

“Sure,*" he said softly. 

TLet s pretend, Luke.’* 

“AH right" 

She whispered dreams for that next half hour but, 
finally, huddling down, she drifted off into a deep sle^, 
Luke stayed awake. UgHness came back, the way Dar¬ 
lene had been stripped, the way Jim had tried to hurt 
hen Luke stared bitterly into the darkness. His head 
throbbed, the gun bruise a raw ache. The noise of kids 
and dogs drifted down from the house. Somewhere be¬ 
hind the bam a door slammed, A whimpering sound 
came. Luke figured it was Timmy and one of the women 
but a few minutes lat^ Buddy came around to the back 
of the shed. 

Luke got up and dressed without waking Darlene. 
He slipped outside. 

“Luke," 

“All right. Buddy. What Sie heH do you want?’ 

"You’re sore, ain’t you, Luke?" 

Luke lit a cigarette. In the light of the fiame, Buddy^s 
mouth was swollen. There was a dark bruise across his 
cheek, 

“Luke" Buddy said again, "You're sore" 

“You re goddamned right I am." 

Buddy bUnkad and rubbed his nose with the hack of 
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his hand. Blond hair flattened over his forehead. He 
scuffed the hardbeaten grotuid with the toe of his work 
shoe. 

“Luke * he said, “when you hit me, you hurt me pret¬ 
ty bad.’’ 

“I should have killed you * 

Buddy frowned. “Did Darlene tell you what I didP* 
“She told me.'’ 

“By God” Buddy said angrily, “it wasn’t my fault Af¬ 
ter we was with them girls at the motel, you told me 
to shut tile place up and let you alone, I did that I told 
Maria you didn't want to open nothing. Then, when Jim 
come by, he took me down to Ben's. They gave me a 
few drinks. The two of them got Darlene and undressed 
her. J^us, Ben was mean but be said she was his wife 
and he could do any old damned thing he wanted. After 
they tied her down, I fust—” 

Luke cursed. 

“Shut up,” he said viciously, “I don’t want to hear 
about it” 

“You’re sore,” 

“Tin not just sore. Buddy. Tm through with you. Get 
that through your stupid brain. Keep out of my sight ” 
Buddy stared. 

“I knew you was going to feel like tiiat.” Buddy nod¬ 
ded and grimaced. “When you and Pa and Ma and Rosie 
were fixing Timmy’s shed for Darlene, I knew you was 
going to be pretty goddamned sore.” Buddy spit on the 
ground and wiped his mouth with his hand. “But we 
got to stay friends- We got to get up there where we can 
lie in the grass and look at the hawks. That's why I got 
me a rope and hid over there in Rosie’s shanty,” 

Luke dropped his cigarette, grinding it out in the dirt 
“All ri^t. Buddy,” he said cautiously, “Go on ” 

“I got her. When she came in, I just dropped my rope 
around her neck.” Buddy hitched at his belt “It’s all 
fixed. You can do her just like I did Darlene. She’s my 
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bam” 

‘Tou're lying ” 

Buddy grinned. 

“I had to choke her some but she can't get away. I 
just pulled her clothes off and fixed her so she couldn'^t 
yell. Goddamn, she's pretty. I tried to be nice and talk 
to her about what I was doing. You can't tell women 
nothing. I had to hit her a few times but she ain't hurt. 
Come on, Luke. TU show you.” 

The door on the far side of the bam hung loosely on 
broken hinges. The rotten wood creaked. A rat scuttled 
into the weeds along the crumbling foundation. Buddy 
went inside. Luke followed. He didn't say anything. Cod 
only knew what the crazy little bastard had dona One 
wrong word might make all the difference in tiie world, 
Luke clenched his hands. Sweat wet his faca His shirt 
was damp and sticky. The air was hot and breathless. 
At the back, the li^t of the rising moon slanted tiurou^ 
an opening that had been cut in the rough siding. Dry 
straw covered the floor. Along a patched scrap lumber 
partition, wooden milking frames were bolted between 
a feeding bin and an overhead beam. 

“Luke.” 

Buddy” 

“Not that way,” Buddy motioned. “See, Luke. She's 
over there toward the end.” 

Luke cursed softly. 

Light gleamed wetly, the naked sheen of Rosie's firm 
young figure shadowed, A rope around her neck was 
tied to tlie overhead beam. She kneeled in loose hay. 
Her wrists were lashed to the partition. Her head loll^ 
to one side and when Luke got to her she did not open 
her eyes. 

“Buddy,” 

“Yeah, Luke.” 

“You got a knife?” 
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Lulce waited. With one arm around Hosiers bare shoul¬ 
ders, he held her to take the strain off the rope. The 
perfect lift of her breasts curved to dark nipples. She 
breathed faintly* Moon reflection glistened along her flat 
stomach and naked turn of her hips. Smoothness 
shimmered, deepening between her legs. She bent back, 
her weight against Luke*s aim. 

Buddy hunched down. ‘TTou going to do it right here?” 

‘‘Goddamn it, just give me your knife ” 

“Okay, Luke. Here.” 

Luke took the knife. The blade flashed. Rope parted, 
the cut end dangling from the beam. Luke shut the 
knife and loosened the noose around her neck. The slip 
knot had tightened a bruised drcle. 

“Ain't she pretty, Luke?” 

“Shut up “ 

Luke opened the knife again. He cut her arms loose. 
She slumped down. Her cheek turned against the straw, 

“Christ,” Buddy muttered, “is she sick?” 

Luke swore under his breath. He fumbled wiih the 
rag wadded in her mouth. He took it out 

“Rosie?” 

She lay still and Buddy crawled closer. “Is she all 
right?” 

“I don't know.” 

“Goddamn it,” Buddy whispered. “I can't figure it out 
Hell, I played around with her for a little while. I like 
to do that but I didn't choke her much,” 

Luke said helplessly, “You dumb bastard.” 

“You sore again?” 

“Shut up.” 

Buddy grunted angrily, “Goddamn her. Tell her to 
open her eyes.” 

“Shut up.” 

“Shake her, Luke,” 

Without answering, Luke bent down. For minutes he 
worked mouth to mouth respiration, 
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“She’s all ri^t now, ain^ she, Luke?^ 

“No.” 

“Did I do somediing bad?” 

“Yes, Buddy,” Luke said slowly. “You did something 
real bad.” 

“Is she dead?" 

She was not dead but Luke nodded anyway, 

“Go get your Pa.” 

Buddy got up slowly. 

“I wanted something nice," he whispered. “I wanted 
us to have a place up there in the mountains.” He backed 
toward the door. “Remember? We were going to have it 
good but after Ben and Darlene come, it never was no 
good. Everything went to hell.” Buddy rubbed his face. 
“I wanted to see the sky and the hawks and the clouds 
going by. Could we still do that?” 

“No.” 

“Why?" 

“Theyll lock you up.” 

“I don't want to be locked up, Luke." 

“It doesn’t matter. They’ll do it anyway.” 

Buddy shook his head. “No,” he muttered. “By God, 
no.” 
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*Whehe In the hell do you suppose Buddy went?* 
Luke stared at Homer. 1 don^t know* 

Luke stopped. Hot morning sun stung his eyes. He 
felt exhausted, beaten out, but beside him, stinking of 
cheap whiskey, dirty and unshaven, old man Clatt went 
on shafcQy rolling a cigarette. He wet the brown paper 
with the tip of his tongue. Dogs sniffed around his dusty 
boots. Two bare kids crawled in the dirt. Somewhere in 
the house, old lady Clatt was yelling. The door banged 
and Timmy clumped down the steps, 

*Well,* Timmy said. **Ma got Rosie to set up and eat 
some breakf ast* 

“Okay,* Homer butted in. “You ain*t telling us nothing 
we don't know, so just shut up. Me and Luke still got 
Buddy to find,* He scratched a match on the seat of his 
pants, lighting his cigarette, pujBSng a cloud of smoke, 
glancing at Luke while explaining that snooping around 
town had not done any good “Hell,* Homer said. “With 
what Buddy done to Rosie, I didn't want to start trouble 
and have people asking questions. Course, they likely 
will anyway. Things don’t look too good because Jim 
Stone is unconscious in the hospital. He might not last.* 
“I know * 

Homer said, “You sure as hell bottle-whipped him 
and, on top of that, he collapsed with a heart attack,* 
“He's too mean to die,* 

“You better hope so.* Homer paused. “After what you 
did to your wife, there is a lot of talk against you.* 
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‘‘Goddamn it,” Luke said bitterly* ‘Wbafs done Is 
done. Right now waVe got to find Buddy* Its my fault 
I never should have let him run away thinking he kUled 
Rosie."" 

**He ain’t too bright” 

“AU right” Luke said. TMaybe not but he wouldn’t 
go far* He’s in the brush somewhere ” 

“We looked,” Homer said slowly. “If he has it in his 
head that they are going to lock him up, he ain’t never 
going to let us find him. And it ain’t only Buddy. You 
got Bens wtfe out here. I reckon BenTl come looking for 
her. He’s got a gun* With all of us out there in the bruslt 
somebody might get hurt” 

“Ill take my chances ” 

“With a gun there ain’t no chances.” 

Luke scowled, “I don’t think Ben has the guts to MIL” 
“Maybe not,” Homer said, “But probably he wouldn’t 
mind taking a shot at you,” 

“He couldn’t get away with it” 

“Couldn’t her 

The two words clicked. A moment passed. Old man 
Clatt spat cm the ground. Timmy scuffed his boots in the 
hot dirt and realization of what Homer had meant struck 
Luke. God, it was lovely* After what he had done to 
Nora and Jim, he could be considered fair game. Cer¬ 
tainly, if Ben did any shooting he had all the facts on his 
side. A man had a ri^t to come get his wife. With Jim 
in critical condition In the hospital and Ben on the loose 
there was bound to be real trouble. Luke tasted the 
bitter flavor of death. 

Nevertheless, throu^ the heat of that day, going on, 
helping search for Buddy, he kept the truth of what he 
felt from Darlene. And at supper, eating on the back 
steps of the Clatt house so they could be alone, he told 
her everything was all right. 

“I don’t want you to worry.” 

“Luke,” she said, “take me away. Right now. Please^ 
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Lulce. I don’t care where. We could go down throu^ 
California and get a divorce in Me:dco.'’ 

“No, Darlene." 

“Why not?" 

“With Jim in the hospital I don’t dare leave. If he 
died, they’d say I ran away. Anyway, we can't go until 
we ^d Buddy," 

“Tm afraid," 

He moved his hand on her leg. “Do you love me?" 

“Yes." 

“Then nothing else matters." 

He lied. He knew it was not that easy. His head 
ached with the lie. Going through the brush to the creek 
again, he cursed the weariness sucking at his legs. The 
dust and heat, the dogs and Homer and Timmy yelling 
for Buddy, all ran together. Somewhere Buddy was hud¬ 
dled down. He would die before he let anybody shut him 
away. Looking and yelling would do no good. They 
had to give up for the night and back at the house, on 
the porch, old man Clatt opened a bottle of beer. Foam 
ran down his dirty hand. He licked his fingers and 
handed the bottle to Timmy. Water splashed in the 
bucket. Homer opened two more bottles and 
one to Luke. 

"You mi^t as well sit a piece.” 

Luke leaned against the porch. He lifted the bottle 
and swallowed. The beer went down cold. Luke lit a 
cigarette and passed the pack to Homer and Timmy. 
Smoke lifted, drifting. Chickens clucked in the yard. A 
blue jay screamed. The screen door banged and old lady 
Clatt came out for a few minutes. They talked about 
Rosie. “How is she?" Luke asked. 

"Getting better," the old lady said. She went on, telling 
what Rosie had eaten for supper and then she turned to 
Homer. ‘Ta,” she asked, "where do you think he is? 
What's he up to?" 
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"Buddy is liable to do most anything. He ain't veiy 
bright" 

“Sure ” Timmy said. "That’s right" 

The old lady gave up but after she went inside Luke 
knew he had to find Buddy. The thought had truth— 
the poor little bastard. He had to be somewhere out 
there in the darkness and the talk got nowhere. They 
drank beer. In the house, dishes clattered. A baby cried, 
A little later, after she had finished helping dean the 
kitchen, Darlene went to the shed behind the bam. Luke 
had one more beer. He did not want Darlene to be 
alone too long but just about die time he was ready to 
go down to die bam himself, a car came lurdiing up the 
lane. 

Homer squinted, "Ain't that Ida Wilson?" 

Luke nodded. It was Ida, all right, and Nora with her. 
Homer suggested th^ tell the old lady to put the coffee 
on, Luke shook his head. 

“They don't want coffee, Homer.” 

Luke walked out to the car. Dogs were snapping at 
the wheels. Homer yelled and, coming out himself, flap¬ 
ping his arms, he shooed the dogs back to the house. 

“Hi, Luke,” said Ida. 

"HeUo.” 

Luke waited, looking right at Ida for a moment. Color 
burned hot in her cheeks. She squeezed her hands on 
the steering wheel, breathing deeply, the mounds of her 
breasts tightening under her dress. 

Nora got out and walked around the car. 

He turned to face her. High heels glittered, li^t 
shimmered nylon, her skirt fluttering, a vdsp of blond 
hair blowing softly against the smooth slant df her cheek. 
On the red curve of her mouth, shadow darkened. A 
little trace erf moistoe glistened and, swiftly, for an in¬ 
stant, Luke remembered her stripped, the satin sheen 
naked. Nora and Ida. The thought twisted his mmd. He 
rubbed his face. 
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•^0 it is stiE the two of you?^ 

Nora flinched. Her mouth tightened. Off to one side, 
Homer was yelling at the dogs again. Up at the hous^ 
old lady Clatt was at the door* 

'Xuke,'' Nora said. 

*1 m listening.'* 

TPlease,** Nora said, *Jnst talk to me, Luke. Don't 
argue. Forget about Ida,’* 

**A11 right,” he said. He nodded toward the garage. 
“If you want to talk over there ” he went on slowly, "III 
hsten. But I warn you first. I wot t change my mind.” 

Nora shrugged. A chicken pecked across the yard, 
using its wings in a last rush to get out of the way and 
then, at the garage, Nora asked for a cigarette. Luke lit 
one for himself too. He closed the lighter. 

“Luke,” she said, “is Darlene out here with you?” 

“She is.” 

“You must be out of your mind,” Nora said. “But let 
that go for now.” She smoked, staring at him. “Luke,” 
she went on, “I don't think you ve bought of every* 
thing. No, don't interrupt. You realize my father is a very 
sick man. No,” she added quicUy, “don't start telling 
me what he did to Darlene. I was with Dad when he was 
out of his head, I can piece things together. But that's 
not the point. He'll recover from the beating you gave 
him and the heart attack, too.” She paused. “Still, hes 
sick. Ifs onfy a matt^ of time.” 

“So?” 

“Don't be stupid. When he's gone, Luke, everything 
will belong to us.” 

“Not us,” Luke said. "You.” 

“All right, to me. He'll still die. We'll be rich, Lukes.” 

“When your father dies.” 

“It has to happen. Saying it doesn't make it worse.” 

“Go on ” 

“All right,” Nora said viciously, “With that bitch, Dar¬ 
lene, you'll have nothing,” Her voice hardened, “You're 
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my husband. I want what belongs to me. That was tho 
way I was raised. Be sensible, Luke, W© were happy* 
We can be happy agairu’^ 

*Uow about IdaT 
“ITl take care of her,*' 
bet you will.** 

"Dont be nasty. It's over now.*' 

^ut there were othersF* 

Nom said, “What if there were? It never hurt you * 
Luke smoked thoughtfully. “Nora,'* he said, “suppose 
I don't come back to you?^ 

“That would be foolish," She smiled a little begging 
smile, but her eyes held the light hard and flat There 
was Ben to consider, she said. Luke might get killed. 
Who would blame Ben for going after his wife? In any 
case, she warned, Luke stood to lose eveiydiing, "You 
know" she finished, “Daddy fixed it so you can’t toudi 
a thing, without me. So Luke—just come home " 

“Maybe it wouldn’t be that easy. Ben might keep on 
looking for me." 

“We could fix that" 

“Ohr 

“Don't be a fool, Luke, Money talks " 

She stopped. The momait stretched out. Over toward 
the house, Homer and Timmy and old lady Clatt all 
clustered around the car, talking to Ida, Luke watched 
them and then tinned to Nora. He thought erf the begin¬ 
ning, the count of years, but even looking right at Nora 
it was hard to think without remembermg how he had 
seen her with Ida, Funny, he coiild accept losing her but 
the motel hurt. The days and weeks and months c^m© 
back, building it, one block on top of another- Let the 
old man hold all the deeds. A son-ni'law could certainly 
trust his father-indaw. Anyway, in the end, the old man 
had to die. We get everything. Hadn't that always bean 
in the back of their minds? Luke took a deep breath. 
Well, as Nora said, he could still have everything. Just 
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get rid of Darlene. Let Ben have her. Go home. Forget 
Ida. HeU, what was the differmce? Live and let live* 
Be respectable. 

“Luke,"* Nora whispered, T love you.'* Her voice 
trembled. "In my way, I love you. Please, Luke, be 
sensible.'* 

Be sensible. Go home. Damn, the cards were stacked. 
Be smart. Pick up the pieces. Have a fine honest business 
and make money. If she wanted to, let Nora have Ida, 
Once he got Darlene out of his system, there would al¬ 
ways be Mae for lacks. Jim wouldn't have any use for 
her. He was through. Luke would forget Other people 
would forget, too. In a few years Ben and Darlene 
wouldn't be even memories. Yet Luke shook his head, 
dropped his cigarette to the dirt He stepped on it Nora 
came back into focus, 

“Luke," she said. "Are you ready to go?* 

“No," he said, “I'm not" 

For an instant, Nora Just stood there. Without trying 
to put her cigarette out, she let it fall to smolder on the 
ground. Smoke gusted with the warm wind. Her skirt 
moved against her legs. At Ida's car, old lady Clatt gig¬ 
gled. One of the kids whined and got slapped. Homer 
cursed a dog and then Nora began to shake her head. 

“No, Luke," she whispered. 

“I've made up my mind.'* 

“For that woman?" 

“Yes." 

“You'll never last to get a divorce.’* 

“You think Ben will get me?" 

“Yes," 

“All ri^t," Luke said slowly. “If I have to, Ill take 
that chance.” 

“For herr 

“Yes." 

“Goddamn you," Nora said. “I hope you go to helL” 
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T -wasn't going to tell you-* 

“LuJce” Darlene said *lt doesn’t matter. I saw yon 
taBring to Nora,” Than, wearing the overflowing blue 
robe she had borrowed from old lady Clatt, Darlene 
curled around on the bed. She sat up, pushing her jet 
hair back from her cheeks. The robe fell In loose folds 
over her legs. In the old bam shed, nakedness shim¬ 
mered. The collar fell open over the warm curves of 
her breasts. She breathed deeply, her shadow thrown 
against the bam partition and then softly she whispered, 
"Luke?” 

"Yes.” 

"You gave up everyttiing, didn’t you? I’m not worth it. 

"You are.” 

"No,” she whispered. “There is nothing that good, 
Luke. There will be too mu<di time. After a while ev¬ 
erything gets to be everyday. I’m not perfect YouTl get 
tired of me.” 

The bed creaked. He moved beside her. He pushed his 
hand under her robe, sUding his fingers over the supple 
curve of her hip. She trembled, making murmuring 
sounds in her throat. His lips brushed her mouth and 
her arms went around his neck. Her breasts crushed his 
chest. After a moment, turning, helping him, relaxing to 
let the robe fall away from her, she went back into his 
arms, clinging, pushing her hands up, digging her fingers 
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into his hair, savagely lengthening her kiss. But when 
he pushed her down she twisted away from him. 

‘‘No, Luke. Not now. Please, Luke, don^t make me* 

He kissed her, his lips smothering her mouth. Pleading 
moved with the curving warmth, breath shuddered in 
her throat and then suddenly she no longer struggled. 
She turned her cheek against the pUlow, her hair loose, a 
shimmering darkness over her naked shoulder and giv¬ 
ing, yielding, she was like touching eternity. Luke ti^t- 
ened his hands. The spiral of time went into that last 
taking, the flare of her hair finally clenched in his fist, 
and she crying against his mouth. 

A long time later, beside her, Luke closed his hand 
over her hand. She let her breath out slowly and when 
he said her name, she shook her head, turning to look at 
him. 

Tlruke,* she whispered, ‘‘do you love meF" 

*1 love you.* 

She stirred tiredly. Then softly, as If the words held 
fear, she said, ‘It was like having the beguming again, 
like having champagne and seeing the lights of the town. 
Only it isnT any good, is it, Luke?* 

“No goodr 

*1 mean it’s all pretending. We're just two people hid¬ 
ing in an old bam. We really don’t have anything * 

“We have tonight." 

“That’s not much, Luke." 

“Why not?” he asked. “One day or one nlgh^ that's 
aU anybody has. Maybe you start across the street and 
don’t make it. Maybe you go to bed and never wake up. 
Who knows if he will have a tomorrow? Not me or you 
or anybody else, but I’ve got this night IVe got you, I 
want it like this. I want to be tired like I’m tired right 
now. I want to lie here and think how good you are, I 
want to touch you. I want to have you close like th is 
and I don’t want to think about tomorrow or anything 
else.” 
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**But what about Ben? There isn’t a mean thing in the 
world he won’t do. If we could get away It would be 
different. I wouldn’t be afraid*’’ 

‘We’U go tomorrow,” Luke said. T know Jim is not 
going to die, and we’re bound to find Buddy * 

TL want to go now ” 

•Wa can’t do that. Not tonight Well have to wait 
right here ” He sat up and lit a cigarette, Darlene got 
into her robe again, tying the belt around her slim waist 
Luke thought about Buddy, Tm the one he trusts,” 
Luke said. *116 knows Im here. The little idiot” 
“Buddy? Wffl he come back, Luke?” 

“If he’ll come for anybody, heTl come for me and I 
owe him that much. The dumb little bastard doesn’t 
know the difference between right and wrong. When he 
gets back, he won’t be trouble for Rosie. After what he 
did to h^, Homer and Maggie are letting het move to 
town. She’s going to work for the minister, doing house¬ 
work and taking care of his children. Maybe shell get a 
chance to meet somebody decent. At least she won’t 
have to worry about Buddy or Timmy ” 

Darlene returned to what was on her mind. “What 
about Ben?” 

“He won’t come ” 

“You don’t know ” 

“Listen,” Luke said. “If he does there’s a good latch 
on the door. There’s something eke too ” 

“Whatr 

“Dogs ” Luke answered. “If a stranger like Ben tries 
to get on this place at night, Homer’s hounds will have 
everybody awake. Then, gun or no gun, with all the 
Clatt bunch around, Ben wont dare make trouble” 
Darlene whispered, “I wish it was over, I wish w© 
were gone,” She shivered, getting on the again, 
and when Luke switched the light off, lying down, she 
huddled beside him. “Hold me” she pleaded. “Hold m© 
dose, Luke. Don’t ever let me go.” 
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He took her in his arms and they talked into the deep¬ 
ness of the night With her cheek hugged to his shoulder, 
she finally drifted off to sleep and Luke held her warmly* 
m remember these hours, no matter what happens 
to us, he thought. ITl always remember* He went off into 
a doze himself. A while later, he heard Buddy outside. 

By the time he had got up and slipped into his 
clothes, Darlence had heard the noise. She sat up but 
Luke just went ahead stuffing his shirt under his belt 
He motioned her to be silent and then he crossed to the 
door. 

"Buddy?” 

"Yeah, Luke.” 

Luke lifted the latch. Hinges squeaked, Moonli^t 
speckled the ground and Buddy moved in the shadows. 
He was dirty, his hair matted down over his for^ead, 
his shirt ripped. When he looked up, he stared, moving 
his lips soundlessly. But Buddy did not need to speak. 
Luke sensed the warning. He even saw Ben behind 
Buddy but in that moment, everything happened too 
fast. Buddy stumbled into the shed and, with that same 
motion, Ben nunmed bis gun into the pit of Lukes 
stomach, 

Luke heard Darlene cry out helplessly as Ben punched 
with his free fist The room tilted* With the breath 
knocked out of him, Luke almost went down. His 
shoulders hit the wall and then it was too late, Ben was 
inside. The glare of the light clicked on. Luke gulped, 
sucking air into his lungs. The shed came back into focus 
but Ben was in charge. He mqtk>ned with his gun and 
grinned. 

"Now,” he drawled T£ this nlii't a cozy little pig pen," 
He leaned against the closed door, his eyes going to Dar¬ 
lene and then back to Luke, “You know,” he went on 
easily, “them goddamned dogs like to worried me to 
death but out in the woods 1 nm into little old Buddy. 
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He didn*t have no trouble keeping the dogs qui^ Yes, 
sir, we cooked us up a deaI7 

Luke let the nmnbness drain away. The gun glittered. 
It was aimed at him. A hot spot burned in his stomack 
Beside the bed, standing up, Darlene moved. The robe 
fell in loose folds over her legs. 

Ben motional. ^Come here, Darlene.** 

^‘Ben, please.” 

‘*Now, listen,” he said, ”Just do what I say. You wouldn^t 
want me to kill Luke, would you?” 

She moved to him cautiously, and then he said, *A11 
right, open that robe and let me sea what youVe got” 
she begged, 

“Goddamn it,” Ben said, ”a man has a ri^t to take a 
look at his ovra wife. It won't be nothing new to these 
boys either ” Luke stiff^ed. Ben told him not to move. 
“It ain't oonsidCTed nice for you to be running off with 
my woman. If I killed you, no jury would blame me. 
You think about that ” He gestured with the gon, lau^* 
ing as Buddy started cursing. “Now,” Ben gnnnad, “that 
ain't nice, Buddy, Of course, down diere in the brush, 
it looked pretly even, I was going to get out of here with 
Darlene and that would let you take off to tiiem damned 
mountains with Luke. Only, right there at the door, you 
had a notian to back out of that deal and doublecross 
me.” 

“You said you wouldn't hurt Luke.” 

“Buddy,” Ben said, “you shut up. You're on the wrong 
end of the stick now.” He looked coldly at Dmlene, “Go 
on,” he said, “da like you’re told.” 

“Ben,” she pleaded, and his free hand cracked across 
her cheek. She flinched. Catching Luke’s taut eyes, she 
cried, “No, he’ll just kill youl” She untied the belt The 
robe fell open. “AU light, Ben. Look.” 

“Well,” he grinned, “That’s better.” He nodded to 
Luke. “Pretty, ain’t she?" He grinned at Darlene. “Now, 
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ain't you glad to see meP^ He waited a moment, *Go on,*^ 
he snapped. “Say it” 

*Tm glad, Ben.” 

“Tell me you love me ” He leaned toward her, lifting 
his hand. “Go on,” he yelled, 

“I love you,” 

“Louder.” 

“I love you.” 

“Sure you do,” Ben grinned “You like what I like. 
When I say crawl, you caawL Ain't that right?” 

“Yes, Ben.” 

Her voice broke but he reached. His hand went under 
the robe and around her naked waist He tightened his 
fingers, pushing them up, hurting her. She tipped her 
head back. Her hair fell loosely. Then as a broken sob 
fiBed her throat, Luke spoke. 

“Benr 

Luke took a st^. The floor creaked. He h^d Dar¬ 
lene whimper. No more, he thought Never again. 
You're through, Ben, YouVe hurt her for the last time. 
Sweat hit hot and cold, Luke breathed with his mouth 
open. It was like Korea, He had forgotten you ccmid 
dia Oh, God, just long enough to get my hands on Bens 
throat Ben shoved Darlene and she fell across the bed, 
twisting around, crouching, and Luke kept staring at 
the gun. 

“No,” Ben whispered “No doser.” 

“Tm coming.” 

“No” 

“Ben,” Luke said “Me or you,” 

“No.” 

“YouTl have to kill me ” 

“All right,” Ben yeUed “Til shoot.” 

Luke took another step, and then Buddy moved He 
tried to get between Ben and Luke but Ben hit hini 
with the gun. Blood glittered. Buddy stumbled to the 
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wall, sprawling on Iiis knees, and Ben wWpped up tlie 
gun baireL 

Xuke,*" he screamed, “goddamn you, stop * He backed 
a step but did not shoot* The gun glinted hard steel 
shadows. Luke stepped once more, swallowing the taste 
of death, but still Ben did not shoot. Perspiration gleamed 
in the harsh glare of the light. His eyes darted from side 
to side. He went back another step, panting. Then like a 
punctured balloon tension collapsed. Ben’s eyes had 
rolled, and in that split second Luke had come to know 
Ben was not ever going to pull the trigger. Killing took 
more than loud-mouthed bluff. It took guts Ben did not 
have* Beating a woman was easier*, 

“Ben,"’ Luke said, “get out" 

“Nor 

“Get out,” Luke said. “You’re Hcked, Ben* You can’t 
use that gun* YouTl never have the nerve to use it—so 
stay away from me* Stay away from Darlene. AD the 
mistakes end right here. We love each other. No matter 
what happens, weTl work things out So you get out” 
“No!” Ben yeDed. “Goddamn it, no*” 

His mouth trembled, his face contorted, die cords in 
his neck stretching tautly. Luke took one more step and 
lifted his fist. Ben whirled. He puUed open the door. Ha 
ran, a shadow disappearing into blackness. The voices 
of the dogs lifted, shattering the night 

Darlene huddled in Luke's arms. He kissed her. 

Buddy blinked. “Luke,” he said, “are you sore?” 

“No, Buddy. It doesn’t matter ” 

Luke added that Kosie was aD right, had not been 
seriously hurt. Buddy could go home. Nobody would 
lock him up. 

Buddy said, “Are you and her going away?” 

“Yes,” Luke said. 

“You won’t be back?* 

“Not likely ” 

“Goddamn,” Buddy whispered. He rubbed his eyes, 
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*We was going up in the mountains. There was going to 
be a meadow and a stream and it was going to be nice 
and warm. The women was going to do all the work 
We wasn't going to do nothing. Just lie in the grass, look¬ 
ing up, watching the hawks in the sky. Remember, 
Luke?” 

“Yes, Buddy. I remember ” 

“Win you forget?” 

“No,” Luke said. He tightened his fingers, feeling the 
softness of Darlene’s hand. Realizing he and Darlene 
were already one, he softly whispered, “Neither of us 
will forget, Buddy, No matter where we go, well always 
remember.” 


The End /r 
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abused! They made her prisoner of their fanatic 
dedresl 

SHABBY STREET. By Orrk HHt 

The intiniate secrets m a heel and his women, A 
tough and lusty novel that moves with the white 
heatof a lightning holt! 

SHE GOT WHAT SHE WANTED. By Orria Hitt 

A daring and provocative novel about a girl who 
was (me part angel and two parts Jungle catl 

THE MISTRESS. By Colin Ron 
A provocative tale of aoj^dsticated love—aa prac¬ 
ticed from Paric Avenue to the French RiviCEra, 
WOMAN HUNT. By Otrlo Hitt 
Bill Kasteia to(^ his fill of CJ^thia* then Sherry 
and Doima—the story of a hunter who stalked 
seductive game, 

SHAME, By March HasHnge 
Marcia—so wonderfully pretty—daughter of a com¬ 
mon prostitute. Could she escape her tragic envir¬ 
onment? 

HOT CARGO, By Orrie HIH 
Bold adventure and wild desire in a setting south 
of HelL Gun-running and wenching .., these were 
for Hank! 

SURABAYA. By Jamat Fox 

A swashbucklii^ saga of lust and greed where East 
meets West and of the white woman who would do 
anything for exotic treasure—or pleasure. 




B-205 tiO CUHTAIN, By Duncsn Tylor 

To love this woman waa to invite torture and be- 
trayal. A powerful novel of intrigue and desperate 
passion. 

B.206 THi CHIAT. By Orri# HlH 

Ricky Burke figured that variety ii the spice of 
life . . . tills novel dares tell the shocking truth 
about marital infidelity. 

E^207 CIRCLE OF SIN. By March Hastinpt 

The unabashed story of a cabaret singer and her 
struggle to rise above her lecherous surroimdings. 
SPAWN OF THE BAYOUS. By John B. Thompton 
Turbuleiit , . . tempestuous . . . uncontrollable 
love] A lus^ novel of violence and passion set in 
primitive backwater country. 

B-109 ROTTEN TO THE CORE. By Ofrk Hitt 

This daring novel takes you behind the scenes of 
the mad ad agency world, disclosing the sin^ the 
swindle and the scandal! 

B-210 THE OISPOSSESSED, By ©H>ffr«y Wairner 

The secrets of the couch. Unmasks the torments 
that drive a man into abnormidityl 

B-111 SHEBA. By Orrie HiH 

She would sell anything ... IE the price was right! 
The candid story of a seductive salesgirl who 
traded on her charms. 

B-214 ADULTERESS. By Lon Williams 

They bilked her... balked her ,., beat her—then 
branded her as lost. The story of a good girl gone 
bad! 

B«21S STEFFI. By Eunloo Gray 

Too reckless with her charms—too laviBh with her 
love ... a chronicle of spent caresses and ravaged 
youthi 

B-217 SLAVE SHIP. By R. 1. Draka 

An impassioned saga of hloodlust—unholy desire— 
black, maniacal revelry ,., and Hell’s own venge^ 
ance wrought by a tortured womanl 

B-21i STRUMPETS SEED. By Fred Mdloy 

Stark and revealing; the case history of a harlot's 
daughter—^who fought to escape her herftagel 

B-22$ ICATE. By €h«» ICIfisay 

A novel tlmt tells the truth about those homes for 
unwed mothers . . .1 When a home la a house! 

B-228 NUDE IN THE MIRROR. By Gaorga Vloraek 

He met Stella on a luxury cruise! IJke the god¬ 
dess she was, she taught Mm the mysteries of 
Solomon’s Harem—a Roman Orgy—a bord^o in 
Naples . . A 

B-233 TURNCOAT. By Richard Fox 

For sex he betrayed his country! A novel of puls¬ 
ing adventure—of lust on the loose—of ^Is cra^ 
for love—of men beyond smiples! 





BJm 

B-243 

B^24S 

B-246 

B-247 

B-24e 


CARNIVAL GKRU By Orri* Hfit 
For the price of a ticket you could enjoy Rhonda’s 
cpainu . • . A behind the scenes gUmpse of tent- 
ahow life. 


HELL CAT. By Dorfne Clark 
No sin too snful, no ylce too crud.. .mgbt life as 
it really is—stripped of glamoar, sodden with seat 
THE YOUNG HOODS. By Jm Castro 

was fair game to the gan^ A powoful 
... pitiless ... portrayal of youth in the grip of 
passioni 

THE DIVORCEES. By Scott Stono 

A novel of three women who sought indescribable 
pleasure—and fonnd itt 

TOO MANY WOMEN. By Barry Devlin 

She yow^ to have him-^ier wayl A staA novel 
of vice in the big dty and its inBatiaWo lusts. 
MARGO. By Scott Stone 
The ni^ts were cold—her bed was warmi The 
8 to 7 of a woman who turned a winter resort into 
a sin resort 


ATTENTION, CANADIAN READERS I 

TAKE ADVANTAGE OF OXJR SPECIAL OFFER- 
HAIL ORDER OODFON NOWI 
35c each—any 3 boolte for glflO—any 7 bo<*s tot ^00— 
any 11 books for $3.00. Payments in UK. or Canadian 
funds, postal notes, cheques or money ordera acceptable. 

' BEACON BOOKS, Dept 310 ^ 

117 East Slst Stred, New York 16, N.Y. 
nease send me the ImxAs diecked below at the price 
of 36c each, 3 for $1.00, 7 tot $2.00 or U for ^.00. 

1 enclose. 

ORDER BY NUMBER ONLY 
CIRCLE THE NUMBESS OF BOOKS WANTED 
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B-182 

B-1^ 

R2M 

B-211 

B>233 

B-173 
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B-199 
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B-208 

B-218 

B^246 
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B.m 

B-209 

B-225 

B-247 
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&20S 
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In the event we are out of stock on any of your selec¬ 
tions, please list aUmnate choices^ 
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ADDRESS. .. . .. 

ciry. 

* ZONE. 

.. PROVINCB. 


(We pay postage <m all orders. Sorry, no C.OD.’8> 

























SHE HAD SOLD HERSELF 
FOR MONEY-BUT 
COULD SHE NOW 
EXCHANGE MEN'S LUSTS 

I FOR ONE MAN’S LOVE? 

I 

Until she met big Luke Carr, her husband's employer, 
beautiful but abused Darlene Hart had given in to 
all the loathsome demands Ben had put on her 
spirit and ripe body to satisfy his greed for money. 

Then she fell in love vi/ith Luke—and knew he was 
the only man she ever wanted to surrender herself 
to, completely and without restraint. 

5 

‘ But to get Luke she had to overcome her past, Ben’s 
opposition and Luke's wife, Nora, who had her own, 
secret reasons for not letting Luke free... reasons 
more strange than any vices to which Darlene had 
been forced to submit. 

A STORY BRINGING INTO SHARP FOCUS THE 
QUESTION OF WHETHER SOCIETY EVER MAKES AN i' | 
EXCEPTION FOR THE WOMAN WITH A “PAST” WHOSE 1; ^ 
GREATEST DESIRE IS SIMPLY TO LOVE AND BE LOVED! f 

UTMO'D IN CANADA M ^ 
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MOTEL MISMATES / SHE HAD SOLD HERSELF FOR MONEY 







